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LITERA TURE 

Cultures in Contention 
Left Off The Map Again 

DON ALEXANDER 

CULTURES IN CONTENTION The book is useful because it tells us munity in determining the billboards' 
edited by Douglas Kahn and Diane Neumaier what ' cultural workers' are currently content and placement. 
The Real Comet Press, Seattle, 1985. thinking and doing. Despite the variety Begun as a "photomural" project in a 

of approaches, certain common the- section of London slated for rede
CULTURES IN CONTENTION GIVES mes emerge, perhaps the most impor- velopment, Dunn and Leeson involved 
an overview of recent left cultural 
work in the U.S., England, West Ger
many, Australia, Kenya, Nicaragua 
and Jamaica. It is typical and unfor
tunate that the book makes no mention 
of Canadian work. 

As the editors note at the outset, 
'culture' as it is used here, "is situated 
between, or rather, amid the anthropo
logical and artistic senses. It is more 
specific than the anthropological be
cause it deals with products and per
formances usually associated with the 
arts; at the same time .. .it is conceived 
from the very beginning in social and 
political frameworks." 

tant being the relationship between working class and community groups 
"oppositional culture" and affirmative in the issues to be profiled and in siting 
culture, between a naming of self the final product. Though dedicated to 
(identity-building) and a naming of the exposing the social forces behind the 
enemy (art as pedagogy). destruction of this working class" 

Peter Dunn and Loraine Leeson, neighborhood, the billboards became a 
two artists associated with the focus f01 community solidarity. An in
Docklands Project i n  L o n d o n ,  teresting anamoly which helped make 
England, are definitely in the peda- the project possible was the significant 
gogical camp. They have attempted to autonomy of the Greater London 
take a capitalist 'institution' - the Council (GLC) - the official govern
billboard - and change its function ing body of the city - which permitted 
from manipulatory to educational. Dunn and Leeson to get sympathetic 
Rather than aspiring to be an "ad funding. The local councils are an in
agency for the left," Dunn and Leeson valuable counterweight to the central 
have worked hard to involve the com- government, and are now being dis

The Picture of from a series sited on billboards in London's Docklands 
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mantled by the Thatcher government. 
In "Paper Tiger Television," Dee 

Dee Hallack profiles efforts to subvert 
another dominant medium - televi
sion. Taking advantage of local cable 
access, a loose-knit group of left-wing 
media workers in Manhattan have 
come together to produce "Paper 
Tiger," a weekly show dedicated to 
critiquing the media. Rather than at
tempting to compete with the slicked
up production values of this most 
manipulatqry medium, the Paper 
Tiger crew have opted for turning a 
limitation into an advantage. Their 
shows are patently low-budget, and 
make the viewer feel like ordinary 
folks were involved in its production. 
By making the production process 
transparent, the producers seek to 
overcome technical mystification, and 
a distancing of producer from con
sumer. Local  access  cable is a 
mainstream medium with a margina
lized audience. Nonetheless, if a lesson 
can be taken from Tetsuo Kogawa's 
"Free Radio in Japan," it would seem 
that structuring community participa
tion into cable usage itself would insure 
a greater audience. Community self
representation would replace "fake 
TV," providing a greater drawing 
card. 

This theme of people as producers is 
taken up by Ernesto Cardenal in his 
speech, "The Democratization of 
Culture in Nicaragua." Cardenal 
describes how manifesta tions of 
popular cultural self-activity were 
dealt with harshly under Somoza. 
Rather than impose a new culture on 
people, the Sandinistas have stressed 
the rebuilding of people's own culture. 
In these works, the emphasis is on self
naming. Developing participatory folk 
forms is given as much emphasis as en
suring 'radical' content. The methodo
logy suggested by this is one of 'releas
ing' pent-up cultural ambitions and 
helping people to actualize their own 
culture, rather than imposing cultural 
correctness. This suggests that people's 
own cultural forms are the foundation 
and potential source of a culture of 
emancipation. 

This same faith in people's own 
capacity for self-organization is 
reflected in Ross Kidd's "Popular 
Theatre in Kenya (published in FUSE 
in two parts, Spring 1984 and Summer 
1984). Kidd describes how villagers in 
the community of Kamiriithu, with the 
assistance of a playwright and an adult 
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educator, built up their own theatre 
company and involved community re
sidents in scripting and produttion. 
The final product functionally oblite
rated the distinction between people as 
producers and consumers of culture. 
People were able to draw on their own 
traditions (such as Harambee -
mutual aid or cooperation), which had 
been perverted by the rich, and re
vitalize them to meet their current 
needs. 

Judy Baca, well-known Chicana 
muralist, is less sanguine about the 
possibilities for 'leaderless' decision
making. That notwithstanding, her 
work in the barrios and neighborhoods 
of L.A .. is a testament to the imp or-

Ernesto CardenaI, Nicaragua's Minister of 
Culture 

tance of self-production in the forma
tion of popular culture. People have an 
intrinsic need to see themselves re
flected in their environment, yet cur
rently cities are structured to preclude 
community self-expression. "The 
group of people I was working with 
was very connected to and influenced 
by visual symbols - in tattoos, in the 
kind of writing that went on in the -
street. Nothing of the architecture or 
visual symbols reflected the presence of 
the people - other than the graffiti." 
For Baca, art is not merely a matter of 
'class consciousness' or 'ethnic identity' 
- it is central to the process of 
humanization itself. 

"I always had the feeling that art was a 
celebration of the senses, that it was a 
place we kept asking people to make a 
leap, keep it all together, and just let 
something happen to themselves in a 
real sensual way." 
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The Great Wall of Los Angeles, detail 1981 
section 

Honor Ford-Smith, director of 
Sistren, describes (in an article 
reprinted from FUSE, Nov.!Dec. 
1981), the importance of using theatre 
to foster identity and individual/col
lective empowerment. While Ford
Smith underlines the role of "dialogue" 
and "reflection" in their work, Sistren 
has also made use of African ritual, re
cognizing that symbols and move
ments can be a reservoir of knowledge 
and strength. 

Bernice Johnson Reagon of Sweet 
Honey in the Rock cites congregational 
singing as the inspiration for her work. 
Although traditional spirituals carry a 
reactionary message, the music itself is 
often a vehicle for the affirmation of 
"creation, celebration, and unleashing 
of communal power." This in contrast 
with the almost obsessive focus on 
reaching the intellect which character
izes many white producers. By con
trast, Reagon seems to have grasped 
the "layering effect" of capitalist con
ditioning whereby ideology, values, 
I",be' Harry 

Sistren Theatre CoUective, from L to R: Beverly 
FJUot, Rebecca Knowles, Vivette Lewis 
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Our BUGA UP Is Here. The beer can was readily changed into a spray can. 

symbols, feelings and needs are col- what he calls "cultural nationaliza
onized by a culture which penetrates tion." According to Shepp, Blacks have 
into its subjects very souls. never secured control over the means 

But what becomes of the spirit of of cultural production, and therefore 
resistance when the traditional cultural their ability to control the use of their 
forms become 'obsolete'7 In an epoch cultural product and to maintain a 
where television has replaced the jazz sense of cultural continuity has been 
club or the church, where tradition is lost. 
no longer transmitted by oral means Thus, a split emerges between those 
or, at most, by a popular literature, who would use the existing cultural in
where is the cultural seeding device stitutions and those who would create 
which can maintain the continuity of their own. The strategy outlined by 
lived experience7 In his interview with Lacy and Leibowitz in "Feminist Media 
Kofi Natambu of the journal Solid Strategies ... " is dependent entirely on 
Ground, well-known jazz artist Archie enticing mass media to play a complicit 
Shepp laments the lack of attention to part in broadcasting the feminist cul-

Rape is Everybody's Concern, media performance in Las Vegas, June 1977 
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tural message. Klaus Staeck, a West 
German artist, has adopted mass tech
niques like posters and post cards but 
controls the production process him
self. Hans Haacke aspires to reach a 
mass audience, but contents himself 
with the knowledge that the boundary 
between the art world and the public is 
a permeable one, and that "seepage" 
from one to the other is bound to oc
cur. For Peter King of the Australian 
graffitists group, BUGA UP, the 
resources of the consciousness industry 
can be put out of commission by turn
ing them against their original pur
pose. 

In sum, "there is no single route" to 
cultural democracy. As Lucy Lippard 
notes, our notion of 'political art' has 
to expand to avoid "promoting any 
single style" and has to include work 
which opposes the status quo through 
a variety of possible methods: "experi
mental form, visual analysis, communi
ty outreach, or directly agitational im
agery." In criticizing "apoliticism," we 
sho}l1d be careful in demanding a purely 
educational role for art. Political 
analysis and the unconscious expression 
described by Reagon and Baca are inter
related, but separate realms. Each gives 
support to the other without merging 
their respective identities. To quote the 
Situationists, should the slogan be 
"Poetry in the service of the revolution" 
or "revolution in the service of poetry," 
"every artist a cultural worker," or 
"restore to work its artistic function." 

The crucial issue is the interdepend
ence of means and ends. The "cultural 
democracy" we desire can either be 
achieved through top-down coalition
building where the 'leaders' of various 
communities form a united front to 
legitimize themselves to their own con
stituencies, or it can occur through the 
bottom-up promotion of popular cul
tural expression. In contrast with Fred 
Lonidier's assertion that "Radical art is a 
small-shop home industry taking on the 
multinational conglomerates for the 
allegiance of the masses," I would argue 
that radical art is a process of self
naming. To quote Kahn and Neumaier, 
" ... to be truly affirmative, there must be 
a continual recognition of the source of 
subjugation and identification of that 
source as part of a system which sub
jugates others," but this is largely the 
task of the political discourse which ac
companies art, rather than of art itself. 

Don Alexander 
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