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ABSTRACT

Via Foucault’s notion of governmentality, the thesis examines the impact of

privatisation on contemporary art practice and considers the implications for

critique under such conditions.

[ take up Brian Wallis’ link between governmentality and the use of government
subsidy and regulation as means of social control. 1 consider the effects of
bureaucratisation on publicly funded art in America during the Reagan/Bush era,

and the implications for ‘alternative’ practice as a mode of dissent.

Via Foucault’s notion of critique as inherently paradoxical, dependent on power
and reflexive, I examine Miwon Kwon’s observation of the politically motivated
artist’s complicity within art world power relations. Using the 1993 Whitney
Biennial as a case study, I discuss how the reformist strategies of alternative

practice conflict with notions of autonomy, resistance and dissent.

In response to this situation, 1 discuss contemporary artist David Hammons;
specifically, aspects of his practice that confuse the relation between the work, its
documentation and dissemination. Hammons’ practice relates to Hal Foster’s
proposal for retlexivity within critique, which I link to Judith Butler’s notion of
‘the performative’. Does Hammons’ modus operandi circumvent the pitfalls that

Kwon outlines?

In my art practice, | use photography, curating, publishing and writing as modes of
production. A major concern has been the tenability of the artwork as a social
document. 1 also explore the relation between high and low culture; as such,

aspects of the ‘everyday’ often feature within my practice.

Current work examines the idea of urban municipal park as a type of utopia. To
me, such parks are socially diverse — in terms of class, race, gender, age, physical
ability, etc. Equally, the park is one of the few urban spaces where it is socially

acceptable to stop, and do nothing. I propose the municipal park as an antidote to

the frenetic, consumer-led city.
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INTRODUCTION

1.0 CONTEXT

[ will start by giving some background to the environment that I currently work in

which may provide an insight into my choice of subject matter.

In Chin-tao Wu’s Privatising Culture: Corporate Art Intervention since the 1980s,
she charts the increasing influence of private and corporate sponsorship on the
programming, funding and experiencing of the arts in Britain and America, since
the era of Ronald Reagan and Margaret Thatcher respectively.1 Specifically, she
examines the public policy that facilitated the introduction of free market
principles into important quangos like the Arts Council in Britain (ACE) and the
National Endowment for the Arts (NEA) in America.2 By free market, I mean the
type of economic system intended to operate with minimal government
intervention. Wu addresses the problematics of this phenomenon; particularly
concerning the power that wealthy individuals and corporations now wield in
dictating taste within the cultural sphere. Wu concentrates primarily on the impact
of private and corporate investment on systemic and institutional levels. As a
practising artist, I am concerned with how this phenomenon impacts on art
practice, and whether it is something to which practitioners can negotiate a critical
relation. As I will explain, the geographic focus of my investigation is primarily

North America.

It would be unfair to suggest that the affects of ‘the privatising of culture’ have
been entirely negative; in many ways, there have been clear benefits. Contemporary
art in Britain, for example, enjoys greater visibility than ever before. With the aid
of private and corporate sponsorship, there is greater awareness of contemporary
art amongst the public. For example, I believe that Artangel, the publicly funded
commissioning agency, has been instrumental in facilitating the popularisation of

contemporary art in Britain over the past decade.3 Consider, for instance,

' Chin-tao Wu, Privatising Culture: Corporate Art Intervention since the 1980’s, London & New
York: Verso, 2002

! The NEA is the primary government agency responsible for the implementation of funding and
policy the arts in America. The Arts Counail 1s its equivalent in Britain.

' Since 1985, Artangel has commissioned works from a variety of art forms including dance, visual
art, performance and writing for non-conventional sites around the UK. The Calouste Gulbenkian
Foundation, Arts Council England support Artangel; also, The Company of Angels, its private

donations wing. Artangel is a registered charity. It is worth noting that during the 1980s, Artangel
8



ambitious commissions such as sculptor Rachel Whiteread’s House (1994), which
involved her casting an entire Victorian house in concrete. Or, Michael Landy’s
Breakdown (2001), a process-based work that entailed cataloguing and destruction
all of the artist’s possessions. Or, Jeremy Deller’s The Battle of Orgreave (2001), a
re-enactment of the historical confrontation between police and miners during the
miner’s strike of 1984. Each of these public works received significant television
coverage; whether it be the nationwide news reporting of the demolition of
Whiteread’s public sculpture; or, the screening of director Mike Figgis’ film of
Deller’s re-enactment that appeared on Channel 4. Artangel has ensured high-
profile coverage many of its projects, by co-commissioning works with powerful
press and media companies. For instance, The Times newspaper and Channel 4
television co-commissioned Landy and Deller’s projects respectively. So, the
‘privatising of culture’ has brought greater public awareness of the arts; more
financially ambitious commissions; plus, increased willingness amongst business to
associate with contemporary art. So, in theory, artists have greater funding

options.

But, equally, the alliances between contemporary art, the media and the press have
taken an unwelcome turn, particularly concerning the celebratisation of visual
artists. The presence of contemporary artists within these contexts has become a
familiar sight. At one point, there was even the reality TV show, Date with an
Artist, where British artists such as Catherine Yass, Jessica Voorsanger, Chris Ofili
and the Chapman brothers made a works of art “for a minor celebrity.”4 British
artists such as Sam Taylor Wood and Tracey Emin continue to blur the boundaries
between art and celebrity, regularly appearing in the society pages of magazines
like Vogue and London’s ES. One problem, resulting from this scenario, is that art
becomes yet another a source of entertainment within a capitalist society, which
potentially undermines a more serious engagement. This phenomenon of
celebratisation has left many artists feeling disillusioned and alienated. My aim 1s
not to set up a hierarchy between artists who engage with mass media and those
who do not. However, I do distinguish between the current ‘artist-as-celebrity’
engaging with mass media and artists whose practices directly engage with
television, radio or publishing for example. Consider, for example, Stan Douglas’
Television Spots (1987-8), the film shorts shown on Canada’s private television

network; or, Andy Warhol’s account of celebrity in his book, The Andy Warhol

was responsible for bringing the work of American artists such as Jenny Holzer, Barbara Kruger and
Les Levine to British audiences.
Y Date with an Artist showed on BBC television in 1998. See, Concord Video & Film Council:
http://www.concordvideo.co.uk/ar2050m110.html, 2005

9



Diaries (1989). I see the former ‘artist-as-celebrity’ model as largely self-serving;

the latter, I regard as an attempt to examine the limits of contemporary art within

the mass media.

There was proximity in Margaret Thatcher and Ronald Reagan’s respective
political agendas that brought about ‘the privatising of culture’ in Britain and
America. It is perhaps unsurprising then that there are parallel narratives evident in
both countries. Specifically, Wu outlines how in 1986, Margaret Thatcher
launched the Per Cent Club, an initiative borrowed trom Reagan’s government,
where she invited the chairmen of fifty-three of the top British companies to
Downing Street with the aim of encouraging the practice of corporate giving.5
Similarly, in both Britain and America commercial art booms have emerged out of
periods of recession. Consider how, since the 1990s’, there has been a colonisation
of London’s Shoreditch area by established commercial galleries such as White
Cube and Victoria Miro, as well as ‘up and coming’ dealers such as Kate
MacGarry and Hales Gallery. Julie Ault gives a similar account of the colonisation
of New York’s Chelsea area. In both instances, cheap, light-industrial property
became accommodation for commercial galleries and the creative industries as part

of a larger process of gentrification.6

[t can be argued that ‘the privatisation of culture’ in Britain and America has
brought increased bureaucracy and accountability in public funding; more
exclusive programming in public galleries and museums; fewer outlets for non-
commercial forms of art practice. For example, now that many public galleries
have to secure private and corporate sponsorship, curators have to ensure that
their exhibitions appeal to such clients. This, ultimately, has an effect on
programming in that to secure sponsorship, the show has to be marketable,
preferably involving artists that the client will have heard of. So, increasingly,
public museums and galleries show artists that already have a substantial
commercial profile. The sponsorship issue may also affect content; work that might

be hard to market, because it is theoretical or issue based, may often be excluded.

[ will give two further British examples. In the past decade it has become much
more difficult for unrepresented artists to show in important public galleries like
the Ikon in Birmingham, the ICA in London or the Arnoltini in Bristol. In my view,

curators in such galleries are increasingly nervous to take risks with younger or

> Ibid., Wu, p.57
* Julie Ault, ‘For the Record’, in Alternative Art New York, 1965-1985, New York: The Drawing

Center & University of Minnesota Press, 2002, pp.6-8
10



unrepresented artists, beyond showcases like Bloomberg New Contemporaries,’
which focuses on recent graduates; and, Beck’s Futures, which claims to actively
patronise “the emergence of new talent into the art world.”8 Interestingly, a tair
proportion of Beck’s Futures short listed artists could best be described as ‘mid-
career’; for example, John Russell, David Burrows, Roderick Buchanan, Carey
Young, Nick Crowe, Rachel Lowe, Brian Gritfiths and DJ Simpson.9 It appears
that unrepresented artists have to use such exhibitions to gain access to high profile
public spaces and, ultimately, gallery representation. It is worth noting that in
1991, I took part in an exhibition entitled Four x 4, staged at the Arnolfini in
Bristol [Fig. 1]. The exhibition was curated by Eddie Chambers, and featured tour,
young, recently graduated artists; namely, Permindar Kaur, Alistair Raphael,
Vincent Stokes and me.10 At the time, this was only my second show after
graduating from Goldsmiths. Four x 4 was a major project, featuring newly
commissioned work by each artist. My point is that, it is extremely unlikely that
such a show would happen in the current climate. To reiterate, I think that the
presence of mid-career artists in shows like Beck’s Futures gives an indication of
the problems facing non-represented artists gaining access to exhibitions in public

galleries at this time.

A further outcome of the ‘privatisation of culture’ is that most of the new
independent spaces opening in London take as their business model the
dealer/commercial gallery model; spaces like Anthony Wilkinson and Modern Art
Inc., for instance. There are less ‘project’ type spaces in London where the
emphasis is non-commercial; examples of such artist led spaces include Cubitt and
Whitechapel Project Space. Cubitt is a rare example of an art space that sets out

amongst its objectives:

- To profile emerging artists in a productive and critical context.

- To take risks and challenge public and professional perceptions of what
constitutes contemporary visual culture.

- To provide career opportunities for artists.

"New Contemporaries, currently sponsored by Bloomberg, i1s an annual exhibition that tours
nationally at public galleries such as Cornerhouse in Manchester, Camden Arts Centre in London and
Arnolfini in Bristol.

" See, Beck’s Futures at: http://www.becksfutures.co.uk/2005_futures.html, 2005

> Beck’s Futures, sponsored by Beck’s Bier, shows annually at the ICA in London.

" Four x 4 was a series of four, four person exhibitions that took place across four galleries in Bristol,

Leicester, Preston and Wolverhampton, during 1991.
11



- To test models of curating and to expand the definition of exhibition
practice."’

My problem with the scenario I describe is the lack of variety it promotes within
the British art scene. Of course, there are also clear distinctions in the way that the
privatising of culture has affected Britain and America. For example, in Chapter 1,
[ discuss the defunding of the NEA and government attempts to control the content
of contemporary art as aspects of Republican arts policy in the United States.
However, in Britain it can be argued that the government’s attitude towards the
arts has not been so overtly hostile. If anything, in recent years at least, the British
government has attempted to project a harmonious relationship between itselt and
the arts. In the nineties, Tony Blair used the creative industries as a means of
marketing Britain internationally, under the rubric of ‘Cool Britannia’.’”? This
heading included music, fashion, design, architecture and art, and was aimed at
selling a notion of British culture that was cosmopolitan, modern, innovative, sexy
and, indeed, multicultural. In 1999, the Department for Culture Media and Sport

stated that:

“The creative industries contribute some £8 billion annually to the
UK’s export earnings; contribute over 4% to gross domestic product;
employ around 1.4 million people directly and indirectly; and enjoy
employment growth at about 5% per annum, twice the national
average.” "

So, if anything, the current New Labour government regards contemporary art in
terms of how it might serve the economy as a whole. As I note, in the 1980s,
Margaret Thatcher invited the chairmen of Britain’s leading industries to Downing
Street as a means of alleviating government support of the arts. Conversely, in the
1990s, Tony Blair invited leading members of the arts communities to Downing
Street — artists, designers, actors, musicians, etc., including Noel Gallagher of pop

group Oasis — to promote the British cultural industries.

In recent years, influential department stores like Habitat and Selfridges have
formed allegiances with contemporary artists, to the extent that art has arguably
become synonymous with the marketing of “lifestyle.” In the last five years,
Selfridges has commissioned a series of high protile public works in and around its

London store, by international artists including Samuel Fosso, Barbara Kruger,

' See, Cubitt Gallery & Studios’ Artistic Policy and Strategy at:

......................................................................................................................................................................

'* According to the Department of Trade and Industry, the creative industries include, “advertising,
architecture, the art and antiques market, crafts, design, designer fashion, film and video, interactive
leisure software, music, the performing arts, publishing, software and computer games, television and
radio.” See, DTI, at: hrp:/www.culture.gov.uk/creanve industries/defaule.hom, 20085

" Creative Industries: Exports: Our Hidden Potential, London: Department for Culture Media and
Sport, 1999, pp.9-10
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David La Chappelle and Sam Taylor Wood. In a recent article on Blair’s ‘Cool
Britannia’ incentive and the use of art to sell consumer products, Zoe Williams

makes the following criticism:

“...to use art like this totally undermines its transformative and
reflective power. If the purpose of art boils down to commerce, then it
is entirely immersed in its society, it conforms willingly to the rules of
that society. Art undertaken on this basis has no distance, and therefore
no meditative properties. It is indistinguishable from craft. And without
any kind of higher purpose, what we're talking about is not art so much
as decoration.”"

Williams’ comments are contentious. An alternative take on the past decade might
conclude that marketing and sponsorship initiatives have democratised the
relationship between the public and the cultural industries. Consider for example,
how Nicholas Serota’s corporate branding and expansion of the Tate galleries sites
in London, Liverpool and St. Ives has created some of the most visited art venues
in the country.” However, I do believe that Williams raises an important issue
concerning the co-optation of art for political purposes. This runs close to my
discussion of the Culture Wars in America using Foucault’s notion of

covernmentality in Chapter 1.

I want to take this opportunity to address further implications of this
commercialising trend for contemporary artists. Given my experience as an artist,
research student and lecturer, I see that it affects a whole range of interconnected
areas like funding, exhibiting and education.' I will briefly outline how I see this

operating with regard to teaching and learning in higher education.

The first issue concerns teaching. Many artists (particularly those without gallery
representation) have to find other ways of supporting their practice; traditionally,
teaching has been a viable means of doing so. Art schools have long been
recognised as havens for practitioners. Generally, they provide tfavourable
conditions for the cross-fertilisation of ideas, access to practical and intellectual
resources and potential project funding; plus, a regular, if modest, income. The
affects of Wu’s thesis on privatisation are evident within the academic sector in
that universities are increasingly run on business models that require particular
kinds of regulation. To explain, the Higher Education Funding Council for

England (HEFCE) is the main body for distributing public funds for teaching and

4 7oe Williams, ‘The Cool Con’, The Guardian, Qctober 25 2003, at

[ —

'S In 2003, Tate Modern, Tate Britain, Tate St. Ives and Tate Liverpool attracted a combined figure
of 5.9 million visitors compared to the British Museum (4.6 million), the National Gallery (4.1
million), and the National Portrait Gallery (1.3 million). See, Tate, at:
http://www.tate.org.uk/faqs/research_q06.htm, 2005
'*1 currently work as a lecturer in the Visual Arts department of a university in the UK.
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research to umversities and colleges. HEFCE states that its goal is to promote and
fund “high-quality, cost-effective teaching and research, meeting the diverse needs
of students, the economy and society.”'” HEFCE aims to play a key role in
“ensuring accountability and promoting good practice” within higher education in
England. These aims reatfirm the rhetoric of privatisation evident in Britain and
America during the 1980s. For, example, in Chapter 1, [ discuss how
accountability, in the form of increased bureaucracy, was a key tool that the
Republicans used to exercise governmental power over the American publicly

funded arts sector.

In Britain, competition for funding amongst universities and colleges i1s harsh; they
receive funds from organisations like HEFCE based on their research and teaching
profiles. As a result, there is increasing pressure upon academic statt concerning the
institutional documentation and assessment of their research activity. Of course,
universities require this information to secure future funding that will ultimately
benefit staftf and students alike. However, tor visual artists working in universities,

specific issues emerge concerning the collation ot this material.

In my opinion, these academic research audits often strain to accommodate the
complexity of art practice; and, ultimately, may preclude certain sorts of work. For
example, certain strategies that have been employed for decades may not qualify as
citable research, e.g. self-published books; publications without an ISBN; self
initiated projects; exhibitions that take place in non-conventional venues, etc.
Importantly, these are specifically the types of strategies that artists engaged in
‘alternative’ types of practice might employ. This 1s not to suggest a conspiracy
against such work; but, clearly, research that operates within known forms is

surely easier to quantity.

By default then, the university endorses art practices that for certain artists may be
neither desirable nor attainable. Equally, this system fails to distinguish between
practices that have sufficient support (gallery representation, tor example) to
enable exhibiting in powerful, high protile institutions like Whitechapel Art Gallery
or the Baltic, and those who do not. Further, the emphasis on the level of research
output in any given year can be antithetical to the ways that some practitioners
work. Some universities gather their research documentation on a quarterly cycle,
which may add to a sense of pressure. Problematically, hierarchies can emerge in

the work place when academic statt must classify themselves as either ‘research

'” The Higher Education Funding Council for England at:

————

14



active’ or ‘research non-active’.’® My point is that within this highly competitive
industry, a research profile may determine whether someone is employed or retains

their job.

This leads me to the second aspect the privatisation of the academic sector I want
to raise. Here I consider the relation between academic study and contemporary art

practice — in the form of the PhD. Currently, HEFCE states that:

“Our strategic aim is to develop and sustain a dynamic higher
education research sector that holds a strong position among the world
leaders, and wmakes a major contribution to economic prosperity,
national wellbeing and the expansion and dissemination of
knowledge.”"”

HEFCE is clear in asserting a relation between education and the market. As I will
explain, key to achieving their aim is the provision of PhD and post-doctoral level
programmes in English universities. According to Professor Toshio Watanabe of
Chelsea College of Art, before the introduction of visual arts based PhDs, an MA
was the highest level of qualification available in the field. He states that the mid-
1980s saw a growth in MA courses, which in turn led to a decrease in their
perceived value within the industry, making PhDs a more ambitious proposition.®
Since a driving force behind HEFCE’s ambitions for academic research is “fo
sustain our research base against global competition,” consequently, it identifies
the need to “recognise and support excellent research financially.”* It 1s my
understanding that the issue of international competition that HEFCE raises here
predetermines national competition amongst universities for research funding. In
order to sustain a strong national research base, you must attain the highest levels
of research and universities must compete for the funds to achieve this. It is worth
noting that there has been a substantial growth in art and design related PhDs in
the past decade. For example, Watanabe gives the following account of the

situation at Chelsea College of Art and Design, London. He notes that in 2003:

“At Chelsea, for example, we had our first PhD registration in 1991,
but this year we have 24 students with 19 pursuing practice-based
PhDs. The number of PhDs is expected to rise to over 40 mm 5 year's
time.”*

' As T will discuss in Chapter 1, such practices are symptomatic of Foucault’s description of the self-
regulatory aspects of governmentality.
Y 1bid., HEFCE website
20 professor Toshio Watanabe, ‘Practice-based PhD in Art and Design: Britain and Japan,” paper
delivered at Culture and Creativity: Education and Training in the Arts Seminar, The Daiwa Anglo-
Japanese Foundation, London, May 14" 2003, p.2
‘! Tbid., HEFCE website
2 [bid., Watanabe, p.3
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For me, this issue of an increasingly privatised academic environment is double-
edged. I certainly find the issue concerning the research outputs of academic staft
in universities problematic for the reasons I outline above. However, [ am less wary
of the affects of PhD study on contemporary art practice. Because, in general, I
believe that artists are pragmatic — they are ingenious in their methods of accessing
funding, spaces and practical resources. In my view, undertaking a PhD can be one
such means. I do not think that artists are necessarily cynical of the process; but in

general, I think they find ways to make the system work for them.

One criticism of visual arts related PhDs is that they academicise art practice. [ do
not think the situation is as simple as this. In my view, the privatisation ot British
industries since the 1980s has had repercussions for all, including artists. Consider,
for example, the demise of affordable housing.”® Equally, the recent property boom
in Britain has reduced the amount of cheap studio accommodation available.
Under such circumstances, in order to continue practising as an artist, a career in
the academic sector becomes a relatively attractive option. However, teaching is
highly competitive, and in order to distinguish between candidates universities have
to raise the bar ever higher. So, it is now expected that applicants will hold a BA,
MA, Post Graduate Certificate in Education and a PhD before even considering a
teaching post in higher education. Ultimately, I believe that the PhD must be

discussed in the broader context of privatisation.

The scenario 1 outline here raises two important issues. Firstly, in linking education
to the market, do we regard education has having any intrinsic value of its own?
Secondly, Watanabe highlights that a plethora of MA courses in art and design
eventually led to devaluing of that qualification within the industry. The question
then is what happens when the provision of PhD programmes reach saturation

point. Whart are the implications for artists?

On a more positive note, perhaps the visual arts based PhD will spawn a
generation of artist-writers who will invigorate the relation between art practice
and critical writing in Britain. I think that it i1s important for arusts undertaking
such a PhD to recognise its role in the commercialised academic arena regardless of
whether their research engages with these issues. For me, it has been important to
use this research as a means of interrogating the affects of privatisation on art

practice in general, even 1f that research is symptomatic of the problem I describe.

** Consider for example, the selling off of council housing by the Thatcher government under the
Right to Buy scheme of 1980 that continues to today.
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2.0 MY PRACTICE

For me, this thesis is a circuitous means of examining my own practice and
motivations, and to test out their tenability. As a practitioner, my primary goal has
been to find a way to operate as a presence and, as | optimistically describe, ‘on my
own terms’. | have been consistently concerned with the notion of art as an issue of
strategy. Yet, it is hard to think of my own practice in terms of a strategy, which
would suggest some kind of game plan. I would say that my particular modus
operandi has developed as much out of necessity as out of choice. What propels me
is the need maintain a practice that is not overly determined by the demands of an
art world that can be fickle and overly prescriptive about the type of art and artist
it includes. Over the past 15 years, I have striven for a modus operandi that is
flexible enough to encompass my various roles as a practitioner, and the various

torms of practice that accompany them.

So, my practice involves photography, publishing, curating, writing and teaching.

Via my art practice, I have exhibited nationally and internationally at venues

including, British Council, Prague (1993); ICA, Boston (1996); Plattorm Gallery,
London (2002); Threadwaxing Space, New York (2000); Waygood Gallery,
Newcastle (2004). My most recent published writing includes, ‘Image of Pain:
Physicality in the Art of Donald Rodney’, in Doublethink: Donald Rodney,
Autograph ABP, 2003; ‘Concrete Poetry: David Hammons’, in Antipodes, White
Cube Gallery, 2003; “Wanderlust’, co-written by Clare Cumberlidge, in Changing
States: Contemporary Art and ldeas in an Era of Globalisation, INIVA, 2004.
Also, 1 have taught in a various of academic institutions including, Goldsmiths
College, Camberwell College of Arts and the Royal College of Art, London; also,
Jan van Eyck Akademie, Maastricht.

My ultimate aim has been to maintain a practice that 1s at once critical, as
autonomous as [ can make it, collaborative, and open to experimentation. Mine 1s
a non-commercial practice.”* Given these objectives and its non-commercial nature,
[ would describe my practice as sharing an atfinity with certain ‘alternative’
practices operating in Britain and the United States from the 1960s onwards. But, I
would say that graduating from Goldsmiths in 1989 as the Young British Art
phenomenon was erupting has been equally significant. For example, 1990 alone
saw a string of 1mpressive, commercially oriented, self-initiated exhibitions 1n

disused industrial spaces in South East London. For example, shows like Gambler

“* By non-commercial, I mean that I either self-fund or seek financial support from public sources
such as Arts Council England or academic research funds. My work does not have a commercial

profile.
17



and Modern Medicine, curated by Billee Sellman and Carl Freedman, and East
Country Yard curated by Henry Bond and Sarah Lucas. Such shows provided a
potent model for unrepresented artists of that generation. Taking part in the East
Country Yard Show gave me a direct experience of this phenomenon.” The show
was extremely ambitious, taking place in a disused fruit warehouse in London’s
docklands. The building housed eight, 20,000 square foot storerooms. East
Country Yard Show attempted to distinguish itself from other such exhibitions in
that it never tried to make the building look like a conventional gallery space. The
brick walls went unwhitewashed, and each artist created a distinct installation in
their allotted storeroom. For the show, 1 produced a series of unutled, large-scale
colour photographic works; enlarged laser copies of found and donated personal
snapshots that were bill-posted onto the loading doors around the space. The piece
was the first of a body of works I was to make concerning personal history and the

subjectivity ot memory [Fig. 2].

Emerging from this culture of arust-led initiatives prevalent in Britain during the
Recession of the late 1980s and early 1990s, I found myself exposed to a diverse, it
not conflicting, range of artistic constituencies. Subsequently, my practice has
oscillated between them. Importantly, I would say that, over the course of my
career, | have been largely able to achieve many of the goals that I describe above.
It has been most rewarding when my own strategies for art making have coincided
with those of other practitioners. I believe that operating in this way has allowed
me a certain amount of freedom to work across diverse subject areas and contexts.
The downside is that for various reasons (including more bureaucracy and waning
energy) it takes increasing amounts of time and effort to fundraise and administer
these projects. I will now give some examples of photographic and curatorial

projects I have completed over the years, to give a sense of my interests.

2.1 PHOTOGRAPHIC PROJECTS: MISE EN SCENE

An ongoing concern has been the subjectivity of historical information; particularly
regarding who writes abiding social narratives and the functions they serve. I have
mainly examined this issue via photography. In early projects such as Girl (1994)
[Fig. 3], and Outing (1994) [Fig. 4], | examined the relationship between personal

and official accounts of history, using found and donated amateur photography.*

* East Country Yard Show featured work by Henry Bond, Anya Gallaccio, Gary Hume, Michael
Landy & Peter Richardson, Sarah Lucas, Virginia Nimarkoh and Tom Trevor, all Goldsmiths
gaduates.
“* Both these works formed part of Mise en Scene, which showed at the ICA London in 1994.
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I was interested in the interface between the personal and the public arenas. In
appropriating these domestic images, I wanted to push the potential for more than
one narrative existing for the same image, and that one narrative would not
necessarily supersede another. For instance, how might the generic rules of the
snapshot — relating to thematics such as ‘the birthday’, ‘the holiday’, ‘the wedding’
etc., — start to speak of more specific narratives given a new location beyond the
domestic environment? In this instance, the narratives I extracted trom the
photographs related to class and race; but also personal experiences that avoided

such classification.

Attendant to this work is a concern with value. | wanted to explore how an item of
supposed ‘low cultural’ value, like a snapshot, might impact upon the supposed
‘high cultural’ location of the gallery. I do not just mean that a snapshot is low
value because it is from the domestic arena; but that many of the images that came
into my possession were discarded, had previously fallen out of circulation. So, I
am interested in the status we apportion to such images; sentimental value versus,
possibly, market value, testing out their validity as art. Ongoing 1s a preoccupation
with the theatricality of photographic images, in particular, the portrait; how we

stage and perform for the camera.

2.2 PHOTOGRAPHIC PROJECTS: NEVER KNEW IT FELT LIKE THIS

Recent projects continue to address issues relating to photography, history, staging
and value. However, where previous projects usually involved juxtaposing ‘low’
culture against ‘high’, here, 1 attempt to posit ‘high’ culture against itselt. For
example, Never Knew it Felt Like This (2002) consists of four photographs and
each is the re-staging of an existing work of art.”’” The series sources works by
contemporary artists such as Chris Burden, Valie Export, Agnes Martn and
Gerhardt Richter, respectively.

| garner the images from published material, journals, invites, monographs, etc.
The selection of images i1s quite disparate and varies from the well known to the
obscure. The common denominator for selection i1s that the image depicts an
‘averted’ or ‘denied’ gaze. The project works with the idea ot a portrait (or even
self-portrait) that conceals as much as it reveals of its subject. For example, I had
always been intrigued by Gerhardt Richter’s Betty (1991) [Fig. S5}, which

particularly embodies this contradiction. Within these photographs, [ take on the

*" Never Knew it Felt Like This, showed at Platform Gallery, an independent space in London’s East
End in June 2002.
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role of the subject within the image. Equally, to make these photographs, I take on

the roles of artist, artistic director and model simultaneously.

My role as the subject of the work shifts from model (Richter) [Fig. 6] to artist
(Valie Export’s Body Configurations (1988) [Fig. 7] and spectator (Chris Burden’s
White /Light White Heat (1976). Importantly, this odd collection of images reveals
some uncharacteristic moments in the chosen artists practices — like painter Agnes
Martin’s 16mm film Gabriel (1976) from which I have taken a still. So, the project
attempts to contest identity on various levels — mine, as the figure whose gaze 1s
averted, but also the identity of the appropriated artists. Ultimately, in putting
together this unlikely selection of artists, my aim has been to stress certain
hierarchies within the art world itself; how certain works ot art are allowed to

almost fall out of art historical circulation, whilst others are not.

2.3 CURATED PROJECTS: INDENT

I want to briefly outline two recent curatorial projects that I have devised. I see
curating as a useful means of engaging with other practitioners. The two projects |
have chosen to discuss here are book-related, which is just one area of my
curatorial activity.

Indent was a series of talks and a related publication that I produced in 1999. The
project set about examining self-publishing amongst British artists during that
decade. 1 was particularly interested in the collaborative practices that selt-
publishing facilitates — between artist, designer, printer and editor, for example. |
felt it was important to try and document that certain artists of my generation were
working collaboratively and along very different lines to those that the media
propagated at this time. The dominant image was of the individualistic,
commercialised, Brit-Artist. Indent featured artist groups BANK, Inventory, Mute
magazine, Emma Rushton and Derek Tyman, plus Grennan & Sperandio. Each ot

the groups invited maintained practices that were largely publicly funded.

[ invited them to speak about issues such as patronage, mass-production, context
and collaboration. As a means of consolidating the project, I produced Indent, a
modest, black and white publication with the Camberwell Press. Camberwell Press

was an independent publishing facility, then run by Susan Johanknecht at

Camberwell College ot Arts in London [Fig. 8].

Despite the common activity of self-publishing, this selection of artists covered a

varied range of perspectives and practices. For instance, Pauline van Mourik
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Broekman and Simon Worthington founded Mute J magazine in 1994.* What
interested me was how Mute had successtully shifted from a broadsheet newspaper
format that was largely aimed at an art audience, to a glossy magazine that shared
bookshop shelves with titles such as Wired [Fig. 9]. Initially, Mute discussed issues
pertaining specifically to the relation between art and technology. It cites factors as

motivating i1ts creation as:

“...the development of digital technologies and the World Wide Web;
the gradual popularisation of a specifically British ‘avant-garde’ art in
the mainstream media; and the explosion of DIY culture across the UK.
These exerted mutual pressure, and forced many artists to reassess the
place of art and artists — not just in relation to the market, new
distribution platforms and the public sphere, but also to the politics of
information, technology, and science.”?’

Recently, Mute has expanded its remit to discuss broader issues such as
olobalisation, culture and world politics. Mute i1s a quarterly magazine that has
worldwide distribution, it also operates an online forum that is committed to “a
participative working model” and the distribution ot “free software.”™ Mute was
one of the first visual arts organisations in the UK to have both analogue and

digital interfaces.

In contrast to the logistical sophistication of Mute, was the knowing amateurism of
BANK. During the 1990s, BANK presented another facet of ‘Young British Art’.
BANK’s founder members were, Simon Bedwell, David Burrows, John Russell,
Milly Thompson and Andrew Williamson. BANK’s objectives were always
ambiguous. On one hand, they made anti-establishment, anu-capital
pronouncements, evident in their writing and association with left-wing art
veterans Art & Language. On the other, they exhibited the kind of irreverence,
self-publicity and ambition that was synonymous with YBA tigures such as Tracey
Emin and Damien Hirst. BANK’s affiliation with more typical aspects ot YBA is

further exemplified in them showing work by important YBA arusts hike Gavin
Turk and Martin Creed.

BANK operated as both artists and curators in their projects. Their sensationally
themed shows such as Zombie Golf (1994) and Cocaine Orgasm (1995) involved
elaborate, low-fi sets, complete with plaster-cast figures, around which they
installed artists’ work. Much of their output involved caustic and provocative

ephemera — press releases, invites, posters, etc — as means of publicising and

“* Mute’s initial incarnation as a broadsheet was published between 1989 and 1992 from the Slade
School of Art.

W Ibid., Mute
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branding the group. Their ‘tabloid’ (usually A4, photocopied sheets), also entitled
BANK, was a diatribe against art world hypocrisy and nepotism, in which they
targeted powerful artists, curators and critics [Fig. 10]. Conversely, as Liz Ellis
points out in her 1997 essay on ethics and aesthetics in contemporary art,
“IBANK] attract considerable kudos for themselves from their shows, blurring the

distinction between commentator and curator, artist and critic.””

2.4 CURATED PROJECTS: THE HOLY BIBLE

In 1995, 1 began work on a collaborative project involving curator Richard Hylton
and artist David Hammons. By 2002, we had produced David Hammons’ first
artist’s bookwork, The Holy Bible: Old Testament |Figs. 11-12].

Conceptually, the book is deceptively economical; Hammons appropriated two
epic tomes - the Bible itself, and Arturo Schwarz’s catalogue raisonné The
Complete Works of Marcel Duchamp.’* The project involved rebinding Schwarz’s
book to resemble a bible, complete with gilt-edging, gold-tooled lettering, satn
ribbon and black goatskin cover. Compared to my previous publications, David
Hammons’ ‘bible’ is a luxury item. In this work, Hammons subverts received value
systems. The Holy Bible: Old Testament pays homage to Duchamp’s readymade.
At the same time, Hammons critiques the idea of art as a kind of religion, with
Marcel Duchamp as the undoubted high priest of conceptual art. If Hammons
succeeds in critiquing Duchamp, then he equally succeeds in critiquing himself as a
latter-day devotee of the readymade. In his review, Stephen Bury suggests a

heterogeneous notion of critique at work in Hammons’ bible. He writes:

“In Hammons’ simple and playful gesture the work of art, art history,
history and beliefs are undermined.””

Also, in 2002, Hylton and I set up Hand Eye Projects, a not-for-profit
organisation, in order to sell this book. We also had the goal of producing turther

3

artist’s books and related events. Any profits from Hammons® book are to

subsidise projects by less established artists. Doing this project was primarily a
means of raising some of our own money, so that we would not be totally reliant

on public funding.

As I note above, my own practice is non-commercial. Dealing with the commercial

galleries, museums and private collectors has been a challenge in that I have had to

Y Liz Ellis, ‘Do You Want to Be in My Gang: An Account of Ethics and Aesthetics in Contemporary
Art Practice,” Part 3, n.paradoxa, Issue 2, February 1997, at:
hrip://web.ukonline.couk/mn.paradoxa/ellis 3 hom, 2005

*2published by Delano Greenidge Editions, New York, 2000

¥ Stephen Bury, ‘Artists’ Books: The Holy Bible,” Art Monthly, #264, March 2003 p.39
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shift my perceptions of my own practice and consider the potential benefits of
selling this bookwork. I would say that I have learnt a more complex notion of
strategy than I had prior to this project with Hammons. I am amazed at how (with
the aid of electronic mail and a website) we have been able to create the illusion of
a well statfed, tully functioning arts organisation, complete with a suite of offices.
In reality, we are two, unstaffed, just about functioning individuals, operating from
the humble surrounds of a flat in South East London. Over the past three years, the
company has managed to sustain itself, beyond our initial project funding, which

for us, 1s an achievement.

3.0 METHODOLOGY

It 1s my view that, in various ways, we live with the legacies of the 1980s; the
etfects of privatisation on state run sectors like transport, education, health and,
indeed, the arts and culture, for instance. As a visual arts practitioner, my specific
concern is the arts. As I outline above, the ‘privatising of culture’ has had a
profound impact on the ways in which we experience the visual arts today, not all
of which are positive. My aim with this thesis is to look back over the past twenty-
five years in order to make sense of the present and seek out a potential route

forward.

The approach I take in writing this thesis could best be described as analytical and
archival. As, I outline in my survey of my art practice, many of the projects involve
interrogating historical information. This might involve the relationship between
personal and official accounts of history evident in my re-use of amateur
photography; or, equally, the recording of trends in self-publishing amongst visual
arts practitioners. So, this archival aspect of the thesis is very much in keeping with
my practice as a whole. In my art practice my aim is not simply to re-present
historical information, but to contest its value, and sometimes to reconfigure its
meaning. And so, in this thesis, my aim is not to write a purely historical account
of the Culture Wars, for example. I want to subject this narrative to a critical
analysis under Foucault and Butler, to see what we can garner about how power

operates and how we, in turn, might respond to it.

I use Michel Foucault predominantly within this thesis. In my view, his ideas on
governmentality and critique befit the complexities of the times in which we
currently live. In my view, Foucault gives an account of power that is non-partisan.
By this, I mean that within his notion of governmentality, Foucault outlines that all
subjects and all organisational entities have power that they can exercise benignly

or aggressively. In this model, Foucault does not favour one type of subject or
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institution as powerful and another as powerless. This I consider as non-partisan. I
have found Foucault extremely useful in assembling this particularly emotive
narrative on how power operates in relation to contemporary art. I had previously
used Marxist theory to examine this subject matter, which eventually proved too
limiting. In her analysis of Foucault’s What is Critique? Judith Butler asks the
question, “And shall we assume that...[Foucault’s] theory has no reassuring
answers to gives”* For me, the answer is a resounding “No.” But I think that this
lack of resolution in Foucault surely encourages further questioning. Similarly,
Judith Butler’s ideas on heterogeneity within identity and, indeed, critique are
crucial to this thesis; they acknowledge and challenge some of the ideological cul-
de-sacs that operate within identity politics. As a Foucauldian, Butler recognises

the importance of self-critique within any broader political goal.

David Hammons is a major case study within the thesis. In part, this is because of
the longevity of his career as a significant international artist, but also because he
continues to occupy a notably contrary position within the art world. Importantly,
I think that Hammons’ recognises the interplay between politics and aesthetics that
IS necessary to achieving his critical objectives. By this, | mean that he does not
favour the signified over the signifier. The favouring of one over the other, Krauss
and Kwon identify as a weakness in much politically motivated art. Hammons also
acknowledges his own vested interests in the art world. It is my view that
Hammons 1s non-partisan in his critique. To me, he sees any individual or
institution, regardless of its political persuasion, as worthy of critique. His
opportunistic modus operandi offers up a pragmatic notion of critique that
accommodates the complexities of the market-oriented contemporary art world. I
think that the relation between Hammons’ vested interests and his non-partisan

critique 1s contradictory, and provides a productive tension that he exploits.

Finally, my reasons for choosing an American rather than British case study are
mixed. Primarily, most of the issues that propel this research, which I outline in
this introduction, involve my practice directly. I would have found it difficult to
provide a sufficiently impartial account that would also serve my theoretical
objectives. Given the general proximity of the narratives surrounding the
privatising of culture, I have often looked to America for clues as to how certain
issues might resolve themselves here. So, in order to gain some perspective on the
situation that I currently experience in Britain, I believe it would be useful to look

beyond my immediate environment. Also, given that I am sull a practitioner, I do

* Judith Butler, ‘What is Critique? An Essay on Foucault's Virtue,” in Sara Salih ed. The Judith Butler
Reader, Blackwell Publishing, 2004, p.307
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not want to historicise my practice at this point. | leave that for someone else to

do.

4.0 OVERVIEW

CHAPTER 1

Chapter 1 discusses the effects of Reagan/Bush era on American contemporary art
as an example of what Foucault terms ‘governmentality’. Foucault describes
governmentality as a system of social control that relies on the principle of self-
regulation. A key aspect is that laws are used tactically as a means of exercising
power. It 1s important to stress that, to Foucault, governmentality is a symptom of
contemporary Western governance rather than specific to any particular political
constituency. Chapter 1 gives an overview of Ronald Reagan’s conservative politics
in general and how they embody the basic principles of a governmental regime. For
example, the Republicans’ use of symbolic rhetoric (e.g. ‘the family’, ‘decency’, etc)
as a means of garnering support amongst voters. Chapter 1 concerns how

governmentality operates on a systemic level.

[ look at Reagan’s arts policy via his defunding and restructuring of the NEA; also,
his attempts to privatise the publicly funded arts. Privatisation brought increased
levels of bureaucracy that shifted the ways that artists and arts institutions
validated their activities. To what degree do the effects of Republican arts policy
reveal a problematic dependency on public funding within the alternative art

community?

Under George Bush, pressure from the conservative right instigated the Culture
Wars. Here, we see public funding explicitly used as a means of controlling the
content of contemporary art. The Culture Wars compelled the alternative art
community to be more accountable to the NEA. I discuss the Corcoran Gallery’s

pre-emptive cancellation of Mapplethorpe’s Perfect Moment exhibition as an act of
selt-censorship. This incident raises the question of whether a governmental regime

tacilitates a subject’s complicity in its OWnNn OPPression.
] P y PP

CHAPTER 2

Chapter 2 discusses the relationship between critique and governmentality atr an
institutional level. I outline Foucault’s notion of critique, this links directly to his
description of governmentality. I discuss three aspects of the critique that Foucault
outlines — dependence on power, reflexivity and paradox. 1 examine these aspects
in relation to the contrasting strategies of alternative art groups engaged in
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institutional critique. I establish the Whitney Museum of American Art as a site of
dissent. I then look at the Black Emergency Cultural Coalition’s pickets over
exclusion of minority artists during the late 60s; and, Group Material’s subversive
installation in the 1985 Whitney Biennial. Do these critical practices offer the

potential to move beyond oppositional modes of critique?

I examine the 1993 Whitney Biennial, which has been described as the ‘politically
correct biennial’ because of its inclusion of politically motivated work and minority
artists. In the mostly negative critical responses to the biennial, writers made clear
divisions between politics and aesthetics; also, between signifier and signified.
Miwon Kwon and Rosalind Krauss argue that this separation is also evident in
how artist produced their work. They claim that certain contemporary art
practitioners have overlooked the signifier in favour of the signified — e.g. specific
political issues, such as gender, race, etc. For Krauss, the emphasis on the signified
shows a limited understanding of the political potential of the signifier. For Kwon,

the emphasis on the signified is politically expedient.

[ link this issue to Judith Butler’s idea of the ‘signifying economy’ where she
discusses the limitations of a binary model of critique, which ultimately reaffirms
existing power relations. Butler suggests a heterogeneous model of critique. Which

politically motivated practices already engage this model?

CHAPTER 3

Chapter 3 addresses critique within a governmental system on the level of the
individual. In this chapter, I give a general overview of the practice and modus
operandi of David Hammons. I consider his status as one of the leading African
American practitioners on the international art scene and how his career has been
built on a modus operandi of limited presence. I propose that Hammons executes a

critical art practice, which I examine in relation to Foucault’s notion of critique.

My aim 1s to understand how Hammons avoids many of the pitfalls of politically
motivated art practice that Krauss and Kwon identify. I discuss Hal Foster’s
proposal that art with critical intent should acknowledge “its own siting within
different discursive institutions.” This reflexive aspect of Foster’s proposal relates
to Judith Butler’s definition of performativity that involves the inhabiting of
stereotype 1n order to subvert it. I propose that Hammons articulates a
heterogeneous notion of critique. I explain how his work often confuses the

relation between signifier and signified; and, equally, how the artist often inhabits
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stereotypical roles within his practice and modus operandi, which he attempts to

undermine.

To what degree is Butler’s performativity a critical response to Foucault’s
governmentality? Butler’s performativity acknowledges the complexity of power
relations, which I discuss relative to the contemporary art world. She ofters the
potential for a critical modus operandi that is not necessarily oppositional. Butler
also acknowledges the issue of vested interests, which I apply to artists’ vested
interests in the contemporary art world. Is David Hammons’ practice an example

of performativity?

CHAPTER 4

Having given a general overview of David Hammons’ practice and modus
operandi, I consider in detail the role ot photography therein. I propose that
Hammons uses photography critically as a means of disseminating his mythology,
also of infiltrating the ‘discursive institutions’ that Foster describes. I want to
consider to what degree photography lends itself to critique. This issue, I address
via Roland Barthes’ ideas on indexicality in photography. Via Jett Wall, 1
contextualise Hammons’ use of photography with an account of the critical

objectives of photoconceptualism in the 1960s and 70s.

The areas I address are Hammons’ staged-for-the-camera sculptural tableaux, also
the photographic documentation of his pertormances. In particular, I discuss two
works, Pissed Off (1981) and Two Obvious (1996). 1 describe how Hammons’ use
ot photography contuses the relation between the work of art and its

documentation; also, between product and process.

To conclude, via Barthes, I examine the relation between indexicality, signification
and critique. 1 propose that photography inherently contuses the relation between
signifier and signified. To what degree does Hammons’® articulation of
photography, subvert Judith Butler’s notion of the ‘signifying economy’? And,
further, to what degree does this articulation of photography constitute a

performative gesture?
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INTRODUCTION: ILLUSTRATIONS

Fig. 1: Virginia Nimarkoh, Four x 4, 1991 (Installation view)

Fig. 2: Virginia Nimarkoh, East Country Yard Show, 1990 (Installation view)

28



Fig. 3: Virginia Nimarkoh, Girl, 1994

Fig. 4: Virginia Nimarkoh, Outing, 1994
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Fig. 6: Virginia N1 '
g irginia Nimarkoh, Untitled #1, 2002 (After Gerhardt Richter, Betty, 1991)
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Fig. 7: Virginia Nimarkoh, Untitled #2, 2002 (After Valie Export, Body Configurations,
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Fig. 8: Virginia Nimarkoh, Indent, 1999
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Fig. 9: Mute, pilot issue, 1989

Fig. 10: BANK flyer, undated
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Fig. 11: David Hammons, The Holy Bible: Old Testament, 2002
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Fig. 12: David Hammons, The Holy Bible: Old Testament, 2002
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CHAPTER 1

1.0 INTRODUCTION

As T outline in my introduction to this thesis, the backdrop to my investigation is the
privatising of cultural institutions that took place from the 1980s onwards in Britain
and America. My particular concern is how this issue atfected contemporary art 1n
America. As such, this chapter describes the early years in office of successive American
presidents, Ronald Reagan and George Bush Snr, relative to their respective policies on

the arts.

To recap: Chin-tao Wu refers to ‘privatising culture’ which involved the introduction
of free-market principles into government agencies like the National Endowment for
the Arts (NEA). In turn, NEA clients — artists, curators, critics, galleries, museums, etc
— were expected to follow suit. Essentially, the Republicans regarded the arts as a
luxury that the private sector should best fund. Initially, under Reagan, adopting ‘free
market principles’ translated as the defunding and restructuring of the NEA; and, then,
the privatisation of the publicly funded art sector in general. This meant that
previously state funded clients were compelled to find increasing quantities of their

funding from private and corporate sources, or perish.

Later, under the Bush Snr administration, the assaults escalated. At this time, the focus
was on restricting the content of contemporary art, via the real and threatened
withdrawal of federal funds. These events culminated in what came to be known as the
‘Culture Wars’ of the late 1980s and early 1990s.! According to Richard Bolton, the
Culture Wars refers to the 2-year period between 1989 and 1991. However, the key
issue at the heart of the Culture Wars; what kind of art should be federally funded,
were contested earlier and continue to surface sporadically to this day.? Bolton’s
account focuses primarily on events stemming from the work of the artists Robert
Mapplethorpe and Andres Serrano during this period, which I will discuss in detail in
this chapter. However, it is worth noting that as early as 1981, the Reagan
administration began serious measures to dismantle the NEA and limit publicly funded

art. For example, it abolished the Art Critics Fellowships Program, a NEA funding

' According to Richard Bolton, the ‘Culture Wars’ refers to the 2-year period between 1989 and 1991. For
Bolton’s account, see ‘Introduction’ in Richard Bolton, ed., Culture Wars: Documentation from the
Recent Controversies in the Arts, New York: New Press, p.3-24

> Consider, for example, New York Mayor Rudolt Giuliani’s call for a decency committee to oversee
exhibitions receiving city money following protests by the Catholic League atter Renee Cox’s Yo Mama’s
Last Supper. The work, a photographic re-staging of da Vinci's Last Supper depicting a naked, female
Christ, showed at Brooklyn Museum 1n 2001.
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initiative designed to support independent critics.’ Artist Felix Gonzalez Torres
highlights that the types of writing emerging at the time broke the tradition of

discussing art in isolation of its historical, social and political context. He states that:

“This new type of art criticism...broke the ideological mirror in which we
reflected ourselves and the art object, devoid of any connection to history,
to events, to issues and institutions that intercept and effect our thinking
and our lives — even our most intimate moments.””

These critics were often writing about the issue-related art works emerging at this time,
that the political right sought to suppress — for example, work concerning gender, race,
sexuality, AIDS, etc. Surely, in suppressing the work of art critics, the Republicans
equally intended to suppress the artists that such critics historicised, validated and

promoted through their writing.

In discussing Republican arts policy during this period, my concern is to examine the
power the state can exercise over contemporary artists; and, most importantly, how
those artists respond in turn. Specifically, my aim is to examine the affects Republican
arts policy on so-called ‘alternative’ organisations and the individual artists associated
with them.® I will briefly outline the parameters of the alternative and not-for-profit
sectors respectively. Emerging from the mid-1960s onwards, American alternative
organisations form a diverse range of initiatives including galleries, bookshops,
collectives, archives, etc. In her essay, For the Record, Julie Ault gives an overview of
the New York alternative sector. She identifies a common goal amongst the
alternatives as being “commitment to cultural democracy.”® I understand that this goal
relates to the pursuit of unfettered access and resources by practitioners from all
sections of the artistic community. Ault argues that by the 1970s and 1980s ‘artist-led’
enterprises emerged as a direct response to an exclusive and “commerce-oriented” art
world.” As such, they provide an ‘alternative’ modus operandi for practitioners to the
commercial art system. Equally, Ault notes that, during this period, cultural critics
attempted to theorise the politics of representation within a context of

multiculturalism.® Consider, for example, the writings of Douglas Crimp, bell hooks,

3 See, Carol S. Vance, ‘Reagan’s Revenge: Restructuring the NEA’, Art in America, v.78, #11, November
1990, p.51

4 Felix Gonzalez-Torres originally delivered as a talk at Sites of Criticissm: A Symposium, Panel Two, The
Drawing Center, New York, March 10® 1992.

S For a survey of this alternative practice, see Julie Ault’s ‘A Chronology of Selected Alternative Structures,
Spaces, Artists’ Groups, and Organizations in New York City, 1965-85", in Julie Ault, ed., Alternative Art
New York, 1965-1985, New York: Drawing Center & University of Minnesota Press, 2002, p17-76

* Julie Ault, ‘For the Record’, in Julie Ault, ed., Alternative Art New York, 1965-1985, New York:

Drawing Center & University of Minnesota Press, 2002, p.4
“1bid., Ault, ‘For the Record’, p.3

By ‘multiculturalism’, I refer to a school of thinking, whereby distinct cultures co-exist equitably — whilst

preserving their cultural difference - within the same country. Broadly speaking, ‘the politics of
representation’ refers to the power relations in action between any dominant culture and its minorities —
specifically in relation to who 1s represented, by whom and for what reason. Within Western Culture,
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Trin T. Minh-ha, Craig Owens and Gayatri Spivak, to name but a few. Consequently,
within the field of contemporary art, many alternative spaces functioned as “venues for
self-representation and distribution” to marginalised artists. By the early 1980s, the
alternative art community had become associated with a particular notion of ‘the
political’; also with dissent. Philip Yenawine argues that politically motivated work
often emerged from alternative spaces.” For example, work that dealt with socio-
political issues such as gender, race, sexuality, AIDS, housing, consumerism, etc. This
put the alternative sector increasingly at odds with the three successive Republican

administrations in power during this period."

Despite the commonalities that Ault describes, she is wary of homogenising the
complex, and often contradictory, concerns of this diverse sector under the rubric of
‘alternative’. She outlines “the very different activities, ranging from ‘wanting a slice of
the pie’ to ‘wanting nothing less than revolution® as equally representative of the
cultural, political and artistic objectives of the alternative sector.” I will distinguish
between alternative organisations and other not-for-profit organisations, like museums.
It is my understanding that, because of their position within the art world hierarchy,
and their traditionally exclusive practices, museums were generally institutions that the
alternatives sought to challenge. I discuss the relation between the alternatives and the
Whitney Museum of American Art in Chapter 2. However, other not-for-profit
organisations like the private foundation Art Matters have played an instrumental role
in assisting alternative practice. Art Matters set as its remit to support freedom ot
expression and less established forms of work, such as performance and video, via 1ts

erant giving and lobbying activities.

Republican arts policy of the 1980s and 1990s also brought increased levels of
bureaucracy. In his essay, The Privatization of Culture, George Yudice asserts that this
policy would compel “new legitimation narratives™" of the arts and culture, initially
with regard to their relationship with the NEA. Yudice’s observation signals how such
policy would impact on the ways in which publicly funded artists and organisations
described and validated their activities, both within the art community and beyond. He
makes the link between increased bureaucracy and increased accountability. In Brian

Wallis® essay, Public Funding and Alternative Spaces, he cites the bureaucratisation of

those minorities could include — people ‘of colour’, people with disabilities, women, gays and lesbians,
poor people, for example.

’ Philip Yenawine, ‘But What Has Changed?’ in Brian Wallis, Marianne Weems and Philip Yenawine, eds,
Art Matters: How the Culture Wars Changed America, New York: New York University Press, 1999, p.9-
10

10 These administrations consisted of two consecutive four-year terms in office served by Ronald Reagan
(1981-89), followed by a single four-year term by George Bush Snr (1989-93).

""Tbid., Ault, ‘For the Record’, p.4

2 George Yudice, ‘The Privatization of Culture (1997)’, in Brian Wallis, Marianne Weems, Philip
Yenawine, eds, Art Matters: How the Culture Wars Changed America, New York: New York University
Press, 1999, p.287



publicly funded art as a prime example of what Michel Foucault has termed
‘oovernmentality’, or the implementation of ‘self-regulation” as a means of social
control.” Within a governmental system, rather than power being exercised by one
ruler, it is devolved through a network of self-regulating organisational entities — for

example, funders, artists, curators, galleries, etc.

The Republicans measures to privatise culture had a devastating effect on the NEA,
contemporary art practitioners and organisations. So, in this chapter, I will examine
the significance of state regulation as instrumental in this process, which I address
within a broader capitalist agenda. I pursue Wallis’ link between Foucault’s notion ot
governmentality and the regulation of contemporary art in the United States. In this
chapter, 1 want to address how governmentality operates on a systematic level with

regard to arts funding, policy, regulation and so on.

My aim, in focusing on this particular historical period, is not to exploit an obvious
dichotomy between the leftist ‘libertine’ artist and the rightist ‘conservative’ politician.
Of course, the use of government subsidy as a political tool (or, indeed, as a means of
social control) is not limited to the Reagan/Bush administrations, or to the funding of
the arts. Foucault contends that the practice of “employing tactics rather than laws,
and even using laws themselves as tactics” is symptomatic of governmentality.” And
governmentality, in turn, is a symptom of modern governance.” It 1s important,
therefore, to attempt to put the Reagan/Bush era into some kind of historical context

regarding the relation between policy, regulation and contemporary art in the USA.

George Yudice argues that there is an inherent political motive in any government’s
funding of public resources. He specifically outlines how the NEA was established 1n
1965 “to strengthen the connection between the Administration and the intellectual
community.” ' This aim was, in part, a means of diverting potential opposition during
the Cold War; and, in part, a means of maintaining a sense of cultural superiority over
Communist countries such as Czechoslovakia, which at the time, prohibited freedom

of speech."” In the preamble to establishing the NEA, the Democrat President Kennedy

stated that:

BIbid., Wallis, ‘Public Funding and Alternative Spaces’, p.177

14 Michel Foucault’s lecture, ‘Governmentality’, was given at College de France, February 19738, in
Graham Burchell, ed., The Foucault Effect: Studies in Governmentality, Chicago: University of Chicago
Press, 1991, p.95

1S Foucault examines the period from the middle of the 16™ Century to the end of the 18" Century.

6The historian Arthur Schlesinger Jnr., quoted in Milton C. Cummings Jnr., ‘Government and the Arts:
An Overview’, in Stephen Benedict, ed., Public Money and the Muse: Essays on Government Funding and
the Arts, New York: Norton, 1991, p.4%

7 Yudice goes further to consider how government subsidy was used during the 1960s to specifically
alleviate dissent amongst marginalised ethnic groups during periods of civil unrest. He explains that such

government subsidy was at the time regarded as a means of “channelling the expression of opposition.”
Ibid., Yudice, ‘The Privatization of Culture’, p.289
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“If we are to be among the leaders of the world in every sense of the word,
this sector [the arts and culture] of our national life cannot be neglected or
treated with indifference.”’

Brian Wallis echoes this view of the relationship between federal arts policy and much
broader political concerns, highlighting Republican President Richard Nixon’s
recognition of the symbolic significance of cultural programmes within US Cold War
propaganda. It is worth noting that during Nixon’s two administrations, the NEA
received its biggest-ever financial boost with its budgets soaring from $11 million in
1969 to $114 million in 1977." Yudice goes further to link the end of the Cold War
with the reversal of tederal support of the arts in America. He argues that once the
threat formerly posed by Communism was no longer imminent, the USA no longer
needed to distinguish itself culturally from Communist countries; and, thus the need
for cultural supremacy ceased to be an imperative. So, the first-ever cuts to the NEA
budget occurred under Ronald Reagan’s presidency, and continued under George Bush
Snr, Bill Clinton and George W. Bush. In tfact, the NEA’s most drastic annual
budgetary cut occurred under Clinton’s Democrat government in 1996, with a fall
from $160 million to $99 million.® Yudice and Wallis describe quite distinct,
inherently political motives connected to the giving of government subsidy. They also
identify contrasting ways that contemporary government accommodates critique;
whether in terms of harnessing its potential, as occurs under Nixon’s generous funding
of the arts; or quashing its potential, as I will argue occurs under both Reagan and
Bush’s defunding of the arts. Either way, both Yudice and Wallis describe the control
of perceived critique using government subsidy. In my view, these contrasting strategies

highlight the mutability of governmental power.

I now will outline Foucault’s 1978 lecture, Governmentality, which provides a means
of examining the rationale behind the arts policies of Ronald Reagan and George Bush
respectively. Foucault’s notion of governmentality is particularly pertinent here,
because it proposes the potential for both the upward and downward exercising of
power. So, for example, Foucault’s text can be read in relation to how American arts
policy and regulation impacts on the art communities (downward); but also how, in
turn, those communities regulate themselves and respond to the impact of such policy
and regulation (upward). Foucault argues that within a governmental system, power
relations are interdependent. As | note, certain sections of the alternative community

made claims for their ‘anti-establishment’ critical stance. When read in relation to the

'* Philip Brookman and Debra Singer, ‘Chronology’, in Richard Bolton, ed., The Culture Wars:
Documents from the Recent Controversies in the Arts, New York: New Press, p.311

'’ These financial boosts occurred under Nancy Hanks leadership of the NEA between 1969 and 1977,
Her tenure surpassed Nixon’s presidency by four years. Ibid., Wallis, ‘Public Funding and Alternative
Spaces’, p.171

* Ibid., Wu, p.275



events surrounding the Culture Wars, Foucault’s text surely complexifies what terms
such as ‘autonomy’ and ‘critique’ might mean. Does Foucault offer a more pragmatic
notion of these terms, based on the interdependence of power relations, than the

notions of critique that rely on oppositional power relations?

2.0 FOUCAULT’S GOVERNMENTALITY

Foucault’s Governmentality charts historical and philosophical shifts in Western
society’s understanding of what it means to govern, through an examination ot
Niccold Machiavelli’s 16™ Century text, The Prince. Foucault’s concern is the
exercising of sovereign power, not only upon the state, but also upon the individual.
As such, he outlines two key events occurring during the 16th Century. Firstly, with
regard to the government of the state, Foucault identifies the historical moment where
sovereignty superseded feudalism resulting in the emergence of “great territorial,
administrative and colonial states.” Here, I understand that Foucault 1s referring to the
rise of the colonial empires of countries such as Britain, Spain and France respectively.
Secondly, with regard to the government of the individual, Foucault considers religion;
specifically the Reformation®' as a pivotal moment, after which time there emerged the
issue of how one should be spiritually governed in order to secure “eternal
salvation”.** According to Foucault, at the intersection of these two events lies the
problematic of modern government — basically, “how to be ruled, how strictly, by

whom, to what end, by what methods etc.”*’ Because of these changes in the state and

24

the Church, Foucault observes “a new pastoral form of power”** evident from the 16"

Century onwards.

[ will briefly outline Foucault’s reading of Machiavelli’s The Prince, trom which I can
then distinguish his findings on government. Machiavelli presents a notion of
government where the primary aim of the prince is to remain omnipotent within his
principality, which he will have acquired either by “inheritance or conquest” rather
than by election or other such method. Machiavelli refers to this process of acquiring

4

dominions as, quite simply, the prince “winning” them, “...either with the arms of
others or with his own, either by fortune or by prowess.”” Because of coming to
power by either violent or non-elected means, the prince’s link to his principality 1s

inherently fragile. Consequently, he is always vulnerable to attack tfrom both internal

2 The 16™ Century movement whereby abuses of power in the Roman Church saw the establishment of
the respective Reformed and Protestant churches.

2 Ibid., Foucault, ‘Governmentality’, p.88

“ Ibid., Foucault, ‘Governmentality’, p.88

* Tbid., Wallis, ‘Public Funding and Alternative Spaces’, p.176

* Niccolo Machiavelli, The Prince, George Bull, trans., London: Penguin, 2003, p.7
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(his subjects) and external (foreign enemies) sources. And so, the prince must, by force

if necessary, keep control of his position.

Foucault observes that the role of those close to the prince is to draw a distinction
between the prince’s power and that of any other individual. Any display of power
external to the prince is a potential threat that, ultimately, must be stifled. The aim,
therefore, 1s to maintain the semblance of distance between the prince and his subjects.
Machiavelli, for example, advises on maintaining a correct proximity between the

prince, his advisors, enemies and ftlatterers, stressing that:

“The only way to safeguard against yourself against flatterers is by letting
people understand that you are not offended by the truth; but if everyone
can speak the truth to you then you lose respect. So a shrewd prince should
adopt a middle way, choosing wise men for his government and allowing
only those the freedom to speak the truth to him, and then only concerning
matters on which he asks their opinion, and nothing else. ”**

For Foucault, Machiavelli proposes a power structure with a particularly limited
notion of government. It is primarily concerned with maintaining the prince’s
superiority over his subjects. Machiavelli’s model only describes the downward

exercising of power.

As an alternative, Foucault proposes ‘the art of government’ or ‘governmentality’
which applies equally to the governing of the self, the family and the state.
Governmentality suggests a more wide-ranging notion of governance that
accommodates the various power structures operating within a society at any one time.
Power is devolved through a network of self-regulating organisational entities; this
may include, for example, the teacher’s relationship with his or her students, the
superior’s relationship with her nuns and, of course, the prince’s relationship with his
subjects. Within the governmental model, the presence of these distinct power
structures is continuous with the government of the state, rather than a threat, as in the

Machiavellian model.

To explain Foucault’s notion of self-regulation: within this model, the head of state
must learn how to govern him or herself, it he or she is to govern effectively. In this
governmental model, the idea of self-regulation operates both upwardly, in terms of
how the head of state governs him or herself, but also extends downwardly concerning
how that head of state then governs his or her subjects. And how those subjects go on
to govern their tamilies, schools, villages and so on. The idea being that the well-run
state will, in turn, engender well-run families and, ultimately, obedient individuals. It is
important to stress the interdependency of each organisational entity — for example, the

teacher’s responsibility to his or her students, in relation to the head teacher’s

% 1bid., Machiavelli, p.76
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responsibility to the school as a whole. In theory then, the principles of good selt-

government can be applied to the well-governed state and vice versa.

Of course, this model of a well-governed, self-regulating state is an ideal. Foucault goes
on to outline a more realistic application, linking the downward trajectory of
governmentality to forming the basis of what we now term ‘policing.””” Under the
rubric of governmentality, the state does not necessarily have to use violence in order
to get its subjects to comply with its wishes — as would have occurred under

Machiavelli’s prince. A governmental regime, however, can use laws punitively.

With regard to the issues I outline here, I will examine the administrations of Ronald
Reagan and George Bush with regard to the effects of their respective arts policies on
American contemporary art, but also as examples of governmental regimes in

operation.

3.0 THE BASICS OF RONALD REAGAN’S POLITICS

Ronald Reagan’s election in 1981 marked the beginning of a 12-year Republican
administration. Arguably, for many artists, arts administrators and commentators,
with the election of Reagan began one of the bleakest periods in the history of
American contemporary art, in terms of contemporary art’s funding, administration
and public perception. The repercussions of his policies, it can be argued, are still felt

today.

[ will briefly outline the fundamental elements of Reagan’s politics, which will provide
some kind of context for considering the rationale behind his policies on American
contemporary art. Throughout his career as a Republican politician, Reagan’s political
ethos can be best described as conservative, in that it taps into traditional Republican
concerns such as; individualism, small government, free enterprise and low taxes, as
well as; hard work, morality, patriotism and the family. Here, I will consider how these

ideas get articulated through a use of symbolism that becomes a key tactic in

Republican politics.

3.1 REAGAN’S CONSERVATISM

[ want to draw out three important issues for consideration. Specifically, individualism,
‘small government’ and low taxes are intrinsic aspects of conservative Republican

politics.

In this context, individualism 1s achieved through adopting a practice of selt-reliance;

that is, looking to ones own resources rather than those of the state, not only to

‘" Ibid., Foucault, ‘Governmentality’, p.92
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maintain a living, but also to thrive economically and socially. Evidently, Reagan was a
believer in the dignity that comes with hard work. He also believed that with selt-
reliance comes a sense of responsibility, not only for oneself, but also for one’s family
unit and society as a whole. Reagan was of the conviction that social responsibility
brought with it an inherent reciprocity. This meant “people pull themselves up by their
bootstraps if they are poor and help the deserving if they are rich.”* 1 think that
implicit within Reagan’s idea of individualism is the basis of a governmental system.

His notion of self-reliance promotes the principle of self-regulation.

Related to this belief in individualism, was a suspicion of so-called ‘big government’,
which was economically, socially and politically incompatible with Republican
thinking at this time. Big government was regarded as symptomatic of the failings of
the liberal left. Economically, big government meant bureaucracy, over-statting, poor
management and expense, whereas small government represented efficiency,
streamlining, good management and cost effectiveness. Socially and politically, Reagan
and his supporters felt that big government overly involved itself in the private affairs
of American citizens, in terms of legislation and public services such as welfare. For
example, once elected, Reagan distanced himself from the reinstatement ot prayer in
public schools, an issue popular amongst the conservative electorate. Reagan claimed
that such legislation was an “intrusion into the life of the family,” and an area that

“oovernment had no business dealing with.”*’

Equally, Reagan held big government responsible for encouraging dependency on state
handouts amongst America’s most economically and socially disadvantaged. Such
dependency was surely the antithesis of the individualism the conservative right
asserted. Welfare evidently robbed individuals of the incentive to become self-
sufficient. For the Republicans, a significant and negative effect of big government was
that it hindered individual freedom, responsibility and selt-reliance in American

citizens. In an attack against the left from 1980, Reagan declared:

“I want to help get us back to those fiercely independent Americans, those
people that can do great deeds, and ['ve seen them robbed of their
independence, I've seen them become wmore and wmore dependent on
government because of these great reforms.””"

In proposing budgetary cuts on particular government departments and public services,
including welfare and education, Reagan sought to reverse a culture of dependency
that had allegedly burgeoned under the Democrat Carter administration. Also,

shrinking the size of the US government would eftectively diminish 1ts power over

% Robert Dallek, quoting the Los Angeles Times in Ronald Reagan: The Politics of Symbolism,
Cambridge: Massachusetts, Harvard University Press, 1999, p.71

¥ Los Angeles Times, 4™ August 1982, in Ronald Reagan: The Politics of Symbolism, p.123

M Ibid., Dallek, p.132
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American citizens and, in turn, reduce the need for big government. Ultimately,
according to Reagan, a relatively small government, that was streamlined and etticient,

would lead to lower taxes and increased individualism.

3.2 SYMBOLISM IN REPUBLICAN POLITICS

Having established the nature of Ronald Reagan’s conservatism, I want to consider
how the Republicans articulated certain conservative themes through a use ot symbolic
rhetoric. I am particularly interested in how, by the late 80s, this use of reductive,
symbolic rhetoric, would eventually impact negatively on the American contemporary
art community. But first, to identify the key themes and determine the how they relate
to Republican politics in general. In his study on the cause of Reagan’s electoral
victory, Joel Krieger identifies the core issues of the 1980 Republican election

» 31

campaign as “family, economy and empire,” °>' which can be summarised as follows:

- Reagan was advocating a particularly conservative notion of ‘tamily values’,
evident in his promotion of anti-abortion policy, heterosexual marriage and the

nuclear family.””

-~ With inflation under the Carter administration rising to 16% and a national
deficit in the region of $75 billion, Reagan pledged to balance the economy
through an extensive programme of spending reforms aimed at reducing public
spending and taxes.”” Crucial to the delivery of this pledge were budgetary cuts
to public services including health, welfare, education, and, of course, the arts.
Reagan planned to defederalise certain public resources via a programme of
privatisation. George Yudice describes the complex nature of privatisation
under the Republicans as, “partnerships between government, the corporate
sector, the non-profits, and civil society.... The notion of partnerships blurs the

boundaries between the private and the public.”

- As a means of re-establishing U.S. military dominance internationally, which
was perceived domestically to be on the wane,” Reagan rejected détente to

assume a more aggressively interventionist foreign policy, the likes of which his

3 Joel Krieger, ‘The Roots of Reagan’s Triumph’, in Reagan, Thatcher and the Politics of Decline, Polity
Press, 1986, p.137

 Ibid., Krieger, p.137-9

Y For overview of Carter’s economy see, W. Carl Biven’s, [immy Carter’s Economy: Policy in an Age of
Limits, University of North Carolina Press, 2002 Also, Jimmy Carter, Steve Schoeherr, Dept. of History,
University of San Diego at: hrtp://history.sandiego.edu/gen/20th/car/carter0 1. heml

* Ibid., Yudice, p.293

¥ U.S. hostage crisis in Iran and the Soviet invasion of Afghanistan were seen as humiliating deteats for
America. Ibid., Krieger, p.129
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Democrat predecessor, Jimmy Carter, had sought to avoid. This shift in policy

would radically increase expenditure on the military.’®

The three election issues of family, economy and empire came to form the basis of
Reagan’s political agenda throughout his time in office. It is specifically ‘the family’
that I want to address here, as an example of the use of potent symbols in Republican
politics throughout the 1980s and into the 1990s. But also, as Foucault identifies, ‘the
family’ is one of the key self-regulating organisational entities necessary to a

governmental regime.

3.3 FAMILY VALUES/FAMILY LIFE

Krieger identifies ‘the family’ as the axis around which all other issues are articulated
in Republican politics of the time.”” The Republicans promoted an idea of family life
that centred on tradition — despite this being at odds with the way most Americans
were living during the 1980s. Implicitly, the Republicans notion of ‘the family’ was
based on a patriarchal, nuclear model, in which both parents were married and,
preferably, religious; the father went out to work and the mother stayed at home to
care for their children - although this model was rarely described explicitly within

Republican politics.

Conversely, the Republican notion of ‘the family’ was very much in conflict with the
nature of contemporary Western capitalism in which working mothers constitute an
increasingly necessary component of any national workforce.” In his account of the
events leading up to the Culture Wars, Douglas Davis confirms that during the 1980s,
no more than 25% of American families corresponded to the traditional model Reagan
promoted.”” Such a narrow definition of ‘the family’ strained even to accommodate the
reality of working mothers, let alone that of single, unmarried or gay parents. For

many Americans, the use of such conformist language was surely alienating.

However, Reagan’s promotion of ‘family values’ was extremely popular with what
Dallek describes as, “a certain group of wmiddle-class, educated, suburban
conservatives.” " Importantly, Reagan had tapped into a growing grassroots movement
amongst the highly conservative Christian right that was active nationally - in

particular, organisations such as the National Federation for Decency, later to become

% According to Robert Dallek, between 1981 and 1986, the annual US defence budger more than doubled
rising from $171 billion to $367.5 billion. Ibid., Dallek, p.141

" Ibid., Krieger, p.145

*# Ibid., Krieger, p.138

¥ Douglas Davis, ‘Art & Contradiction: Helms, Censorship, and the Serpent’, Art in America v.78 (May
1990) p.59

* Id., Dallek, p.132
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the American Family Association.*' Reagan was also responding to a perceived need
amongst more moderate voters to provide a sense of security, which given America’s
struggling economy and diminished defence reputation, was evidently lacking.
Rosalind Petchesky explains that Reagan’s ‘family values’ were not simply
“manipulative rhetoric but the substantive core of a politics geared on a level that out
distances any previous right-wing movements in this country, to mobilize a nationwide

mass following.”*

Furthermore, Krieger argues that in placing a heavily coded and potent notion ot ‘the
family’ at the core of its politics, the Republicans were able to execute traditionally
conservative ideas relating to social, economic and foreign policies — not so much by
stealth, as by reasoning.* So that in effect, issues as seemingly unrelated as the
proposed anti-abortion policy or the notorious Strategic Defense Initiative™ could be
articulated under the shared rubric of protecting ‘tamily life’. Alan Crawtford echoes

this view. He states:

“Sexual and family politics...beginning with abortion, become for the New
Right intrinsic elements in a larger program that encompasses more
traditional right-wing aims: anticommunism, antidetente, anitunionismi,
racial segregation and antifederalism...”®

This strategy, of using ‘tamily values’ to provide the political leverage ensuring they
maintained the moral high ground in relation to their policies, became a Republican
standard. Dennis R. Fox gives an important insight into the relation between
Republican rhetoric of the family and a more extensive capitalist agenda. He observes
that in using ‘the family’ as a political vehicle, the Republicans overlooked the concept
of “the family as an institution worth preserving on its own merits.”** Indeed, Foucault
makes a similar point regarding the role of ‘the family’ within a governmental regime.
He contends that the tamily becomes a means by which to garner information on
soclety 1n general concerning, tor instance, “sexual health, demography, consumption”
and so on. Foucault concludes that, “the family becomes an instrument rather than a

model: the privileged instrument for the government of the population.”*’

*' The American Family Association, through its leader Reverend Donald Wildmon, was to become one of
the most vociferous opponents of the NEA during the Culture Wars.

* Rosalind Pollack Petchesky, ‘Antiabortion, Antifeminism, and the Rise of the New Right’, Feminist
Studies, v.7 #2, Summer 1981, p.207

' 1bid., Krieger, p.145

**1In 1983, Ronald Reagan announced his plans for the Strategic Defense Initiative or ‘Star Wars’ as the
project came to be known. The anti-missile system was intended to intercept and destroy nuclear missiles
from space before landing on U.S. soil.

* See, Alan Crawford, Thunder on the Right: The “New Right” and the Politics of Resentment, New
York: Pantheon, 1980, p.176

* Dennis R. Fox, The Reagan Administration’s Policy on Using The Family to Advance Capitalism,
Delivered at convention of Law & Society Association, Colorado, 1988. See,

hetpd//www. denmistox.net/papers/reagan-tamty.hunl#Administration’'s

¥ 1bid., Foucault, ‘Governmentality’, p.100
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“The tamily’ provided the Republicans with a potent and adaptable symbol through
which to reach its electorate. Yet, one might still ask why they chose a family-centred
politics, as opposed to one centred around ‘the nation’ or ‘the individual’, tor example,
since patriotism and individualism are surely key aspects of Republican politics. Some
clues are suggested in the following quotation from The Family: Preserving America’s

Future®® (also known as the Bauer Report), a study commissioned by Reagan in 1986:

“For most Americans, life is...a fabric of helping hands and good
neighbours, bedtime stories and shared prayers, loving packed lunchboxes
and household budget-balancing, tears wiped away, a precious heritage
passed along. It is hard work and a little put away for the future.”

This rather jarring juxtaposition of ‘bedtime stories’ and ‘household budget-balancing’
does suggest an ulterior political motive behind the Republicans family-centred
rhetoric. Dennis R. Fox’s critique of the Bauer Report extracts the explicit relationship

between family and economy the Republicans intended. The report states that:

“...democracy and capitalism are presented as an inseparable unit, both tied
to tne fate of the nuclear family. Such families not only save money, making
possible economic expansion, but ‘they teach children the values upon

which savings are built — delaying gratification now for some future
yxy 50

goal’”.

The Bauer Report continues, perhaps most explicitly stating that, “Attitudes toward
work are formed in the family. Families which teach that effort results in gain, prepare
skilled and energetic workers who are the engine for democratic capitalism.’' It is
worth noting that The Bauer Report was produced as a step towards developing a
government policy on the tamily. Fox observes that the overt link between family and
capitalism was omitted from the resulting policy, Executive Order 12606, signed by
Reagan in September 1987. The link between family and capitalism was evidently not

an issue that Reagan was prepared to confront the electorate with.

Importantly, the sentiments of the Bauer Report that link family to economy relate
directly to Foucault’s description of the fundamental principles of governmentality. He

states that:

“The art of government...is essentially concerned with answering the
question of how to introduce economy — that is to say, the correct manner
of managing individuals, goods and wealth within the family (which a good
father is expected to do in relation to his wife, children and servants) and of
making the family fortunes prosper — how to introduce this meticulous
attention of the father towards his family into the management of the
state””

* The Working Group for the Family produced The Bauer Report directed by Under Secretary of
Education Gary L. Bauer.

¥ The Family: Preserving America’s Future, p.9

" The Family: Preserving America’s Future, p.13

"V The Family: Preserving America’s Future, p.7

2 Ibid., Foucault, Governmentality, p.92



It becomes apparent that, under Republican rule, any social group or 1ssue seen as
antithetical to the potent symbol of ‘the family’ particularly one seen as secular, liberal
or individualistic (in its broadest sense) — was ultimately regarded as anti-capitalist, or
at least a threat to a capitalist regime. This issue is worth bearing in mind when
considering how Republicans would go on to mobilise the sanctity of ‘the family’ in
defence of its sustained attacks on the NEA during the Culture Wars. The motive
behind the Culture Wars could, at least in part, be argued as an attempt by the
conservative right to protect capitalist values rather than the sanctity of the family, per

SC.

Fox outlines how the language within Executive Order 12606 relating to ‘the family’ -
despite its evocative symbolism — is both ambiguous and vague, specifically in terms of
how a family policy might be managed. He observes that “the order itself does not
define explicitly the kind of family that is to be strengthened, and it gives no rationale
for its provision.””’ Fox refers to the “inberently subjective interpretation” that would

be necessary to implement that policy.

[ want to briefly note these two characteristics: the Republicans use of emotive, yet
vague symbolism that, in turn, allows for ‘subjective interpretation’. I do not regard
this particular use of symbolic rhetoric as an example of weak or indecisive
government on the part of the Republicans; it was, in fact, a highly effective tactic that
they would go on to use offensively during the Culture Wars. I discuss this issue 1n

Section S of this chapter.

4.0 REAGAN & THE ARTS: THE AMERICAN FUNDING SYSTEM

This section outlines the nature of Ronald Reagan’s arts funding reforms, paying
particular attention to their severe impact on the American alternative art sector. I
want to examine how these reforms problematise certain notions of autonomy and
critique associated with that sector. But first, 1 will briefly outline some of the
idiosyncrasies of the American funding system. Specifically, the intrinsic links between

public and private funding, and the symbolic significance ot NEA support:

The American funding system is based on a tradition of philanthropy. At the time of
the NEA’s creation by U.S. Congress in 1965, only four states in America had their
own arts funding agencies. Prior to this, most museums, galleries and artists received
funds solely from private philanthropic individuals, trusts and foundations.” Such
charitable gifts, in the form of grants, purchases, awards, etc were and stll are, to

varying degrees, tax deductible. With the NEA’s founding, U.S. Congress sought to

* bid., Fox
* Ibid., Yudice, p.294
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foster the relationship between public and private funding. Theretore, the NEA is
restricted by its constitution to fund a maximum of 50% of any project’s budget;
recipients need to raise the remaining funds from other sources.” So, in effect,
American publicly funded art museums, galleries and organisations can best be
described as, what Chin-tao Wu calls, “semi-public art institutions”* or George

Yudice, “simultaneously public and private.””’

In 2003, Dana Gioia, the Chair of the NEA summarised the complexity of an
American funding system that “combines federal, state, and local government support
with private subvention from individuals, corporations, and foundations as well as

[according to art form] box office receipts.”

The NEA does not cover an institution’s operational costs, only project funding.
Unlike in Britain, say, where despite a dramatic increase in corporate sponsorship and
private donations during the 1990s, publicly funded art institutions still receive their
core funding from sources like city councils or Arts Council England (ACE), with
additional private or corporate support.” For example, in 2005, ACE only requires its

clients to find 10% of project funding from additional sources.

As I note above, the American publicly funded art sector has its roots in philanthropic
oiving. NEA funding has played a crucial role in shifting the real and symbolic
standing of that sector. So, for example, the Whitney Museum of American Art
currently receives NEA funding. It was founded in 1930 around a core collection of
American works donated by Gertrude Vanderbilt Whitney, a wealthy sculptor and
patron to the arts.® Historically, such private institutions have sought a degree of
public funding; federal endorsement brings with it a level of cultural and political
authority, without which these private institutions could be publicly regarded as mere
vanity projects.’ Federal funding effectively enables the symbolic transition from

private collection to public institution.® Gioia reiterates this point, asserting that,

53 National Foundation on the Arts and Humanities Act of 1965, or Public Law 89-209. Quoted 1n,
Privatising Culture, p.70

Given the extensive cuts in the NEA budgets since the Reagan era, this maximum figure of 50% 1s rarely
met. To be clear, Reagan’s first projected NEA budget stood at $144 million in 1981; in 2003, that budget
stood at $116.5 million. See, speech by Dana Gioia, Can the National endowment for the Arts Matters
Washington DC, June 2003, http://arts.endow.goviendownews/mews03/PressClubSpeech.html. Also,
Carole S. Vance, ‘Reagan’s Revenge: Restructuring the NEA’, Art in America, v.78 #11, November 1990,
p.51

*¢ Ibid., Wu, p.18

°"Ibid., Yudice, p.293

#1bid., Gioia

? For example, Wu cites a growth in Beck’s beer sponsorship of British arts events from £20,000 in 1985
to £350,000 in 1994. Ibid., Wu, p.133

0 See, Gertrude Vanderbilt Whitney: A Biography, B.H. Friedman, Doubleday & Company Inc., 1978.
Also, The College of Staten Island of The City University of New York:
www.whitneygen.org/archives/biography/gertrude.html

! Despite its private origins, the Whitney belongs to the not-for-profit sector.
2 bid., Wu, p.18




“NEA funding has the power to legitimize a new organization and further validate an

existing one.”

With regard to its financial value, federal funding forms a minuscule part of American
expenditure on the arts. For example, during the 1980s federal funding made up
approximately 5% of total arts budgets;* by 2003, that figure had dropped to 2%.¢
[ts symbolic value, however, is immeasurable. To explain, federal funding is used to
generate further public and private income. Gioia estimates that in America every
federal dollar attracts up to eight times that amount in matching grants and donations.
In his survey of American public funding from 1992, Kenneth Baker recognises the
“multiplying effect” of federal funding, statng that the NEA’s “impact on American
cultural life is far greater than is current annual dispensation of around $170m would

suggest.”

4.1 REAGAN’S FIRST YEAR IN OFFICE

In the years between the Nixon and Reagan administrations, federal funding of the arts
underwent an intensive period of growth largely via the NEA. The NEA saw 1ts
budgets rise from $75 million when Nixon resigned in 1974 to $159 million when
Carter left office in 1981.¢ Those involved in the arts during the period directly
preceding Reagan’s election arguably enjoyed something of an idyllic existence.
According to Philip Yenawine, co-founder of New York’s Art Matters Foundation, the
parameters of artistic production were expanding. Not only in terms of more locations
provided by a growth in alternative organisations, but also in terms of art form -
specifically, increased access to then ‘new media’ such as video and, of course,
performance related works. Also emerging at this time was a new wave of art that
sought to critique what Yenawine describes as a “comservative but still dominant
modernism.”® As | have outlined, the artists associated with this work - many of
whom were left-wing, feminist, gay, lesbian, ‘of colour’ or any combination ot these
factors — sought to challenge the status quo by producing work that addressed political
issues such as sexuality, race, AIDS and so on. Importantly, Yenawine highlights the

significance of government funding to this situation:

“New or enriched sources of funding for art-making emerged, substantially
encouraged by government entities, especially the National Endowment for

¢ Ibid., Gioia

“ Robert Brustein, ‘Don’t Punish the Arts’, New York Times, June 23, 1989, in Culture Wars: Documents
from the Recent Controversies in the Arts, ed. Richard Bolton, New York: New Press, 1992, p.42

* 1bid., Gioia

¢ Kenneth Baker, ‘Public Art Funding: the View from America’, Art Monthly, #159, September 1992, p.2

*7 ‘Chronology’, Philip Brookman and Debra Singer, in Culture Wars: Documents from the Recent
Controversies in the Arts, ed. Richard Bolton, New York: New Press, 1992, p.334
** Ibid., Yenawine, p.9
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the Arts, whose mandate included the fair representation of previously
marginalized voices and visions.”®’

However, Yenawine’s reasons for celebrating the NEA’s support of so-called
‘marginalized voices’ relate directly to the reasons for the Republicans eventual reversal
of this type of governmental support. To the political right, the “inherently libertine”
values of contemporary art were regarded as increasingly incompatible with the
conservative aspects of Reagan’s Republicanism.” For Ronald Reagan, public money
had been politicised under the previous Democrat <ns1:XMLFault xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat"><ns1:faultstring xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat">java.lang.OutOfMemoryError: Java heap space</ns1:faultstring></ns1:XMLFault>