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Introduction. 

Living in a world that is facing social, economical, political and environmental 

issues often resulting from the dominant capitalist system I feel the urgency to 

ask myself how I could use what I have chosen as my profession, which is 

performing arts, to realise a positive change in a world of materialism and 

consumerism. Although art is increasingly being used as a form of activism, 

the structure of capitalist society does not always allow art to serve some of 

its functions. However to be able to alter this situation is crucial to define how 

art needs to function within the context of production and consumption.  

Thus the main goal of this research project is to investigate what it means for 

art to be useful in today's capitalist society.  By definition useful is something 

effective (Cambridge Advanced Learner's Dictionary) while in Spanish the 

word útil means tool (Frieze, 2012). In the context of this research project the 

term 'useful' refers to art that is opposed to the rules of capitalism and is being 

utilised against the materialism and consumerism that this system creates. 'Art' 

refers to any form of art available nowadays but for the purpose of this 

research project and in order to be able to further analyse and understand 

the subject that is being examined attention will be drawn specifically on 

visual and performing arts.  

As a continuation of my previous research project 'The Society of Spectacle 

and Art as a Commodity' that focuses on the transformation of art into a 

commodity through this project I aim to assess the functionality of art and 

comprehend if and how art can be utilised within this 'world of economy'. 
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Methodology. 

My research is mainly based on a normative methodological approach, 

which allowed me to observe and criticise how art is currently functioning 

within the capitalist society. Information is drawn from primary sources such as 

empirical knowledge, through personal experiences, and qualitative data 

from interviews, as well as from secondary sources by analysing literature and 

contextual reviews. My research is highly informed by texts of Marxist theorists 

such as Guy Debord and Theodor Adorno but also by other more recent 

articles and academic books. Examples of works of relevant artists and art 

groups have also been examined and presented to reinforce my arguments.  
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In Theory.  

In the 1900's some important theorists and artists influenced by the theory of 

Karl Marx as well as the neo-Marxist philosophy of The Frankfurt School begun 

to realise the gradual transformation of artworks into commodities and 

opened the discussion around culture in a capitalist context.  

One of the important figures of that age, Walter Benjamin made an 

analytical study on the reasons that resulted to the commodification of 

artworks as well as the consequences on them. In his book The Work of Art in 

the Age of Mechanical Reproduction (1936) he suggests that 'technological 

development led to uncontrolled mass mechanical reproduction of art works 

and had a negative impact on their authenticity'(Papaioannou, 2013, p.1).    

Later on 'Theodor Adorno and Max Horkheimer wrote The Dialectics of 

Enlightenment (1947) to present their philosophical ideas on  the effects of 

the capitalistic society on culture and coin the term ''culture industry'' to 

criticise the production of standardised cultural goods' (Papaioannou, 2013, 

p.1). The culture industry involves 'the production of works for reproduction 

and mass consumption' (Adorno, 2002,p.4). And according to Adorno 

'cultural production is an integrated component of the capitalist economy as 

a whole' (Adorno, 2002,p.9).  

Finally, in 1957 an important group of artists and intellectuals known as 

Situationist International, formed.  Their theory was influenced by Marxism but 

adapted to their reality and they developed their own ideas on the existence 

of culture and art within the capitalist system.  
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The Situationists also mention the term official culture, which still exists and 

plays an important role in shaping the arts nowadays by having a huge 

impact on the distribution of arts in the society. They seemed to be aware 

that official culture limits art and forces it to remain within certain aesthetic 

boundaries that usually satisfy capitalism and therefore they fought to make 

avant-garde art acceptable from the bourgeois culture. Nowadays official 

culture is defined as the culture that is officially legitimated and supported by 

an institution (Lewis, 1992, p.31) -such as the Arts Council in England - and it is 

yet another evidence of the invasion of capitalism in the art world. 

According to Guy Debord, an important member of the Situationist 

International official culture does not allow subversive or unconventional 

ideas to develop (Debord, 1957) and be presented to the public and as a 

result restricts the creation and promotion of 'useful' art. 

Furthermore, Guy Debord wrote a critique of the contemporary capitalistic 

society and consumer culture entitled The Society of Spectacle (1994). A key 

word in his book as well as a key concept of the Situationist's theory is the 

spectacle, which refers to a system of combined capitalism and the mass 

media. The economy has an integral role in every society and it 'transforms 

the world, but transforms it only into a world of economy' (Debord, 1994, 

par.40). Within this world, art functions in many different ways, predominately 

serving the spectacle. 'Films, radio and magazines make up a system which is 

uniform as a whole and in every part' (Adorno, 2002, p. 9). 

http://en.wikipedia.org/w/index.php?title=Lisa_A._Lewis&action=edit&redlink=1
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As a result, there is no doubt that art has been transformed into a commodity 

to a great extent. In addition various art forms has been used as 

advertisements, political propaganda through mass media and 

entertainment while high value pieces of art are increasingly being used as 

capital and investment. 

Therefore art can be extremely useful to the society of spectacle and 

capitalism, supporting their principles and reinforcing their power. But can it 

be useful against them? Can it become a tool that will weaken the system or 

at least shake their principles and rules? 
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In Action. 

The Situationists were not only opposing the capitalist system in theory. They 

began to realise their ideas by taking action through the so called 

'constructed situations'. They believed that 'consciousness occurred at the 

point of consumption' rather than being determined at the point of 

production (Marsall, 2000, par. 8) so their focus was on transforming ordinary 

people, i.e. the consumers and they responded to the modern capitalist 

society through direct actions; gestures of refusal that 'were considered signs 

of creativity' ( Marsall, 2000, par. 10).  

Similarly Debord was aiming to awaken the spectators, who were 

unconsciously controlled by the spectacle, through radical actions. However 

in 1972 the Situationist International dissolved leaving behind a society of 

spectacle increasing in power and dominance. 

Today, 42 years later, as capitalism is continuously growing and its impacts on 

art and culture are more evident than before some artists and art groups 

decide to utilise their art form to oppose the rules set by capitalism and the 

culture industry. Some of these are: 

Tino Seghal   Steve Lambert  Tania Bruguera  Radical Art Initiative  Group 

Material  Adbusters  Bansky  The Laboratory of Insurrectionary Imagination  

Yes Men  Vaccum Cleaner  Improv everywhere  Guerilla Art Groups Space 

Hijackers  
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Even though they all work in different contexts using different mediums and 

employing different strategies they all share the urge to challenge capitalism 

and the commodified existence of art. Some of them are not widely known 

as their actions, performances or artworks have nothing to do with what is 

called commercial art or popular art. Their works are less advertised or not 

advertised at all because they do not fulfil the 'requirements’ of the 

spectacle and the capitalist system.  
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The Artists and their Strategies. 

 

The work of all the artists and art groups mentioned above has been crucial 

to the progression of this research project as well as my understanding of the 

topic, however it is crucial to focus on some of them in order to further 

analyse and investigate  their strategies on making 'useful' art.  

For Brooke McGowen, founder of Radical Art Initiative 'art was a means of 

dealing with the social reality' that she was facing (McGowen, 2014). As she 

explains 'I think art has more purpose than just entertainment. It has a social 

responsibility to be an uncorrupted voice, giving the   truth in a form everyone 

can understand' (ibid). As she says 'real art is independent of the economic 

system and cannot serve capitalist interests. It is a revolutionary medium that 

can help us realize a better future' (ibid). So, what Brooke describes as real art 

is very similar to my definition of ‘useful’ art.   

Her first action in 2009 was to create 

the Piggy Rich persona and another 

figure ‘Merica, chained by economic 

inequity and protest the greed on Wall 

Street. This action was performed on 

Wall Street quite often and was 

continued as a performance with the 

OWS movement during the fall of 

2011.                         (McGowen, 2014)  
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Through her works Brooke aims to 'draw attention to major problems that 

people are not aware of.  Art can illustrate and personify the truth. That’s how 

art can change people’s thinking' 

(McGowen, 2014). However, according 

to Franco 'Bifo' Berardi 'art can be 

efficient in ‘revealing’ the true nature of 

financial capitalism, but consciousness is 

not enough'. And he adds ' it isn’t 

enough to only see the danger – you 

also need to be able to escape it or to 

dispel it.' (Berardi, 2013)  

(McGowen, 2014) 

For her performances Brooke usually creates a 'visual personification of the 

issue, using a humorous approach to appeal to people and catch their 

interest' (McGowen, 2014). She describes visual art as  'an instantaneous 

medium,  that can convey its message in a split second' (ibid). According to 

her this is what makes it a very powerful medium and the reason why visual 

media have been co-opted by commercial interests (ibid). 

So, her work relies on this image and the direct effect that it has on the 

spectator. She targets ordinary people as her performances/actions are 

happening in specific public places and are available to everyone.   
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Another artist that follows a similar idea is Steve Lambert. He is an American 

artist and activist who has done various art projects concerning advertising 

and the spectacle, using art and technology to comment and shake the 

cultural rules set by capitalism.  

In his latest art installation: 'Capitalism Works for me! True/ False' that was set in 

Times Square, NYC in October 2013 after having travelled in other big cities of 

the US, people were asked to vote whether capitalism works for them or not. 

 

                     

(Lambert, 2013)  
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Through this work Steve Lambert does not aim to give a particular message or 

to raise awareness; 'being aware is not enough'. 'His main purpose is to get 

people to slow down and ponder' (Adler, 2013),open up a conversation  and 

help them 'go beyond the available answers' (ibid) so that they can 'either 

individually or collectively – come to their own conclusions'  (Open, 2013) and 

'dream of something new and different'  (Adler, 2013).   

In this work the audience is not being given a 'message' but it needs to be 

active. People are asked to think for themselves, create arguments about 

their thoughts and question their own conclusions. In this way art becomes 

useful not only for the society but for the individual as well.  

Both Steve Lambert and Stephen Duncombe, founders of the Centre for 

Artistic Activism believe that art can help people to imagine utopias and 

create these ideal situations that they can then aim for.    

 

However Tania Bruguera, a Cuban artist based in New-York, works far from 

these utopias that Steve Lambert and Stephen Duncombe suggest and still 

achieves to create 'useful' art.   

She makes work in a form of performance that she calls 'Behaviour Art' aiming 

to create active art that can influence rather than represent (Bruguera,2012).  

In 2011 Tania Bruguera launched Immigrant Movement International, a long-

term project in New York. During which she used ethnographic research 

methods in order to experience the living conditions of immigrants to 
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understand their difficulties. Through this work she intends to raise awareness 

not to exhibit some work or make a performance out of it. This is why as she 

says: 'this work does not appeal to collectors' and she continues ' my type of 

art needs patrons and philanthropists that do not want to acquire objects but 

instead want to contribute towards a different society' (Bruguera, 2012). She 

also makes it clear that she does not take advantage of that situation to 

make profit but she actually tries to solve the problem and uses art as a 

medium, a social tool (ibid).   

It is evident that Tania Bruguera is not directly opposing the capitalist nature 

of culture but makes art, which deals with real social and economic issues 

created by capitalism.  

All of the examples above reveal that art can be useful in another context. 

The artists make works that do not favour capitalism and popular culture and 

challenge the boundaries of commercial art. Using art in different ways their 

intention is not to make something for someone else's consumption 

(Bruguera, 2012). They do not aim to satisfy the audience or the rules of the 

culture industry but rather to have an effect on individuals, the society or the 

system itself. 

Nevertheless, it is important to notice that the artists above are all based in 

the US and their action is not well-known outside the continent. For this reason 

it is necessary to examine the work of some European artists too.  
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Tino Sehgal is undoubtedly challenging the relationship of art and the art 

market, however he does it in a profound and more practical way than the 

artists examined above.  

 Sehgal refuses to use press releases and does not allow any kind of 

documentation of his work. As Catherine Wood, the curator of contemporary 

art and performance at Tate Modern, said: 'What sets him apart is his purist 

insistence on the immateriality – or ephemeral materiality – of the work, so it 

crystallises and disperses again, so there is no trace left at all '(Gleadell, 2013). 

Transactions of Seghals art works have also a very different form; an informal 

conversation between Seghal and the buyer, with no written contracts or 

certificates of authenticity (Stein, 2009). Growing up in a highly materialistic 

environment he asked whether there were ways to create something outside 

the usual cycle of production and consumption'(Gleadell, 2013); something 

inanimate that is still considered valuable.  

Even though Sehgal's work started as a statement against the commercial 

aspect of art (Stein, 2009), his work has been bought by a number of 

museums for amounts that reach $70,000 (Gleadell,2013). This fact 

contradicts the purpose of his work and creates a question. Is this art still 

useful? Can it still oppose the rules of culture industry when it becomes part of 

it? 
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In her interview Suzanne Lacy says: 

To sell a work is not to be absorbed into the market. It’s not that simple. 

Being acquired by a museum is different to having an active collector 

base or having your work auctioned at Sotheby’s. There are different 

kinds of presentational venues: Miami Basel is different from the 

Liverpool Biennial and each has its own meanings and audiences. Most 

interesting today is how the legacy of the pioneers in performance and 

conceptual art will be preserved. What does it mean to collect a 

performance? [...] Not a lot of performance and conceptual artists in 

the 1960s and ’70s thought about the market; now, it’s hard to find an 

artist that doesn’t. (Lacy, 2012)  

Therefore, according to Suzanne Lacy the work of Tino Sehgal does not take 

the form of a commodity even though it is sold and bought for high prices 

because of the place he chooses to exhibit it. This also implies that regardless 

of how much the work will be altered to a commodity it will never be seen as 

a commercial product because the artist initial purpose was to create 

inanimate work that challenges the art market.  

However there is an example that can prove exactly the opposite. Street art, 

also known as graffiti, is a primarily free art form that has been repeatedly 

used to oppose the idea of high art and comment on the commodified side 

of artworks.  
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When Banksy, a famous graffiti artist, started making his works, he had never 

thought that they would appear on posters, T-Shirts and hats and be sold. 

Ironically enough a whole business makes profit out of artworks that were 

created against it. Prints of his piece 'Destroy Capitalism' was even advertised 

and being sold on Walmart's website:  'symbol of global capitalism' (Bradford, 

2013) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 (Bradford, 2013) 

 

According to Martin 'within a society in which commodification is dominant, 

everything that is external to this commodification becomes marginal, liable 

to be socially irrelevant or merely yet-to-be-commodified'(Martin,2007, p.18). 

Banksy himself criticises this fact by saying : 'I love the way capitalism finds a 

place - even for its enemies' (Robey, 2012). 
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On the other hand, Mr Brainwash, another famous graffiti artist used the 

medium that Banksy used for non-commercial purposes to deliberately enter 

the art market and make profit out of it (Banksy, 2010). 

 

Madonna's 2009 album artwork 

created by Mr Brainwash   

(Lawson, 2012) .                                                                             

 

 

So, whether we call it  

'Constructed situations', 'Visual 

art', 'Behaviour art', 'Art 

activism', 'Culture Jamming' or 

'Graffiti', art can be useful within the capitalist system. It can go against the 

rules that capitalism set for it in many different ways and even propose a new 

existence for art outside the commercial boundaries.  

Williams believed that 'Art [...] depends on the quality of the society which 

produces it' (Williams,1990,p.153),  hence in a materialist society the 

entanglement of culture and commerce is unavoidable' (Adorno, 2002,p. 17) 

. Art is indeed dependent on the society, its systems and its values however 

'the entanglement of culture and commerce' can be avoided if art and the 

artists themselves are conscious of this.  
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In Conclusion.  

So what does it mean for art to be useful in today's capitalist society?  

It means that art offers to the society and the individuals something more 

than just entertainment. It means that it functions in a different way than 

commercial art and that it refuses to obey the rules of the culture industry. It 

means that it attempts not to be commodified and it does not allow itself to 

become part of the capitalist model. 

According to Brecht: 

'The modern theatre mustn't be judged by its success in satisfying the 

audience's habits but by its success in transforming them . It needs to 

be questioned not about its degree of conformity with the 'eternal laws 

of the theatre' but about its ability to master the rules governing the 

great social processed of our age; not about whether it manages to 

interest the spectator in buying a ticket-i.e. in the theatre itself- but 

about whether it manages to interest him in the world' (1964, p.161,par. 

11). 

His opinion on modern theatre applies to all art forms and it suggests that 

they should not follow the rules set by the commercial art world that focuses 

on their monetary value. Their success and value should not be judged by 

their ability to attract large audiences or being sold in large amounts of 

money.  
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Within the culture industry and the capitalist art market it is evident when a 

piece of art is successful. It's 'effectiveness' is counted in money, tickets sales 

and popularity.  As a consequence such artworks that follow capitalism can 

be recognised as useful; useful towards the system that shaped them in its 

image.  

In the examples of artists and artworks analysed above art is defined as useful 

because it opposes-in different ways and degrees- the idea of commerce 

and monetary value. It escapes the boundaries of the capitalist model and 

the society of spectacle. It is not sold at high prices and often there are not 

tickets to be sold either. Capitalism refuses to give any value to this art, unless 

it has a monetary value.  

So, when do we know if this art is actually useful?  Can  its usefulness be 

measured? And even if it can, is it useful enough to realise a change and 

oppose the huge power of the capital? Or is it true that 'art, whatever 

boundaries it might may transcend or expand "will always end up as decor 

on the walls of the rich" ' (Bismuth, 2004). 
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Further Research.  

It is important to mention that even though by using the term 'art' I referred to 

all existing art forms, due to the nature of the research project I have only 

focused on visual arts and performing arts. Thus, further examination could be 

done on how the other art forms such as music or literature appear to 

behave in the art market and whether there are examples of them opposing 

the culture industry.  

I also believe that because of the limited space further research could be 

done in the area of the strategies that the artists employ in the 21st century to 

create art against the capitalist society, such as culture jamming.  
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My responses to the subject. 

VIDEO MANIFESTO: 

While developing my research project I felt the urge to create a manifesto in 

order to be able to freely present my thoughts about the subject. Thus, I 

decided to create a manifesto in the form of a short video so that it can be 

easily ‘read’ and promoted. The video-manifesto is a manifestation of my 

personal views on what it means for art to be 'useful' and how it should be 

utilised in a capitalist environment and it can also constitute as a motivation 

for more artists to explore this concept.  

I acknowledge the fact that the form of the video has a didactic and explicit 

character, however the main purpose of a manifesto is to state clearly and 

boldly the views of a person or an organisation. Therefore, I would ask the 

manifesto to be seen as an exhortation rather than as a command or an 

obligation.  
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WEBLOG:    A(r)CT 

At the beginning of my project I created a weblog which can be viewed 

here: http://artforwhat.wordpress.com/. It is a space where all the sources 

that informed my project or were found in the context of my research have 

been uploaded and made accessible. Comments and parts of reflective 

writing related to my research project were also posted; while it is open for 

anyone to express his/her opinion on the subject. The main goal of this 

weblog is to serve as an archive for researchers and artists that wish to do 

similar research or for anyone that is just interested in this side of art. At the 

same time it can serve as a source of inspiration for artists and a call for 

action. 

Weblog map:   

o ABOUT WHAT? : Introduction/ What is this blog about? 

o NEWS: Links to websites of artists and art activist groups, current actions and 

new posts. 

o ARCHIVE :   

      i) Articles, Documents etc.: All the articles and documents  

 Notes: includes my BA2 Cultural Studies essay and other 

critical notes or reflective thoughts on sources that I've 

found. 

      ii) PDF files : Books and documents in the form of PDF 

      iii) Quotes: Important quotes  

      iv) Videos & Images: Online videos  and pictures.   

 

http://artforwhat.wordpress.com/
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Appendices. 

 

APPENDIX 1: INTERVIEW WITH BROOKE MACGOWEN. 

 

Interview with Brooke McGowen, founder of Radical Art Initiative, by Eleni 

Papaioannou. The interview was completed Feb. 28, 2014. 

[http://artforwhat.files.wordpress.com/2014/04/interview-with-brooke-

mcgowen.pdf ] 

 

Q.  Why did you choose to become involved with art activism? Did something 

motivate or inspire you? 

A.  Although I am an American (born in Chicago), I lived most of my life as an 

artist in Europe. In 2008 I moved to New York.  Upon returning, I was shocked 

to see the condition of my home country: poverty, the corrosion of the 

middle class, the usurpation of power by banks and corporations. The endless 

wars and militarization of society reminded me of the last days of the Roman 

Empire. This social reality was impossible to ignore. Art was a means of 

dealing with it. 

Another aspect of American life that upset me was the widespread 

environmental destruction, from fracking to tar sands to mountain top 

removal. Luckily recently increasing numbers of people are demanding 

corporate responsibility to keep our country and the planet inhabitable for 

future generations.  

Working with various activists groups such as World Can’t Wait or 350.org 

inspired me to use art as a means of raising awareness.  Art can illustrate and 

personify the truth. That’s how art can change people’s thinking.  

 

http://artforwhat.files.wordpress.com/2014/04/interview-with-brooke-mcgowen.pdf
http://artforwhat.files.wordpress.com/2014/04/interview-with-brooke-mcgowen.pdf
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Q. What do you intend to achieve through your work? 

A. I would like to draw attention to major problems that people are not 

aware of. These are things that affect them directly and they have the right 

to be informed. My first action in 2009 was to create the Piggy Rich persona 

which I used to protest the greed on Wall Street. My friend played the figure 

‘Merica, chained by economic inequity. We performed this action quite 

often on Wall St. and continued this performance with the OWS movement 

during the fall of 2011.                                                              

 Another alter-ego I developed is Haley Eidus. This is the latin name 

(Haliaeetus) for the American eagle. This persona was first used to protest the 

NDAA and indefinite detention and later used to inform about Citizen’s 

United, the Supreme Court’s 2010 decision to grant corporations the same 

rights as people. 

Environmental destruction was also the subject of some actions.  The Draw-

the-Line event sponsored by 350.org, an environmental organization 

concerned with carbon emissions and global warming gave us the 

opportunity to draw the future high water line around Lower Manhattan on 

Sept. 21. 2013. 

One of my more recent personas is Mona Santo. This zombie-like apparition 

dragging a huge ear of corn is effective in drawing attention to the 

contamination of our corn through GMOs. 

In each performance I try to create a visual personification of the issue, using 

a humorous approach to appeal to people and catch their interest.  

 

Q. To what extent do you believe that your work has an effect on the 

contemporary world?  To whom and what kind of effect? 

A. It can be a direct effect, like when people find out about GMOs seeing my 

performance, or a long-term effect when photos of the actions are 
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propagated on social media. I also hope to encourage other artists to use 

their art to point out areas of society in need of change. 

There is a long history of using symbols and characters in political protests. 

Shortly before the American revolution was ignited, many patriot protests 

involved the use of effigies and street theater mocking the English authorities. 

This was an important catalyst to liberate people’s thinking from authority 

figures and allow them to imagine a different society. 

Q.  In your opinion, what does it mean for art to be useful nowadays? 

A.  The question is useful for whom? The art scene as a playground for the 

wealthy is an especially decadent aspect of America’s decline. I think art has 

more purpose than just entertainment. It has a social responsibility to be an 

uncorrupted voice, giving the truth a form everyone can understand. 

Q.  Do you think art is powerful?  In which sense? 

A.  Visual art is an instantaneous medium, conveying its message in a split 

second. This makes visual art the most powerful medium. That is why visual 

media have been co-opted by commercial interests, ads invading your field 

of vision everywhere. This is also the reason graffiti and street artists face 

severe jail sentences. The corporate right to control our visual space is 

defended by our own police.  No one asked us if we want to see the ads. I for 

one would rather see graffiti, a form of self-expression not determined by 

monetary interest. It has more truth in it than any ad. 

Q.  How do you think art functions within an economic system? 

A.  The special thing about real art is that it is independent of the economic 

system. That makes art predestined to represent an objective view. That is the 

true value of art, not some fantasy market value. The value of art is the 

contribution it makes to understanding reality. To fulfill this function it cannot 

be compromised by ideologies or special interests. The only interest real art 

serves is the interest of life itself. 



Eleni Papaioannou 

 2014 

 

31 

Q. To what extent and how do you think capitalism and the ‘rules’ of cultural 

production affect your work and art in general? 

A. The art market in capitalism is a huge money-laundering business where 

the wealthy speculate in easily-manipulated markets. This pernicious theater 

has gone crazy creating overblown objects that only a wealthy collector can 

store. This has nothing to do with art, it’s just the next bubble. 

For me, real cultural production is the result of the artist’s interaction with 

social reality. Real art is the communication of emotional information that is 

meaningful to people in general and not just a commodity for a few wealthy 

collectors. 

Real art cannot serve capitalist interests. It is a revolutionary medium that can 

help us realize a better future. 
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APPENDIX 2:  INTERVIEW WITH STEPHEN DUNCOMBE. 

 

Interview with Stephen Duncombe, co-founder of the Centre for Artistic 

Activism,by Eleni Papaioannou. The interview was completed Feb. 23, 2014. 

[http://artforwhat.files.wordpress.com/2014/04/interview-with-stephen-

duncombe.pdf ] 

 

Q. Why did you choose to become involved with art activism? Did something 

motivate or inspire you? 

A. My motivation was very pragmatic. I was doing community organizing in 

the Lower East Side of Manhattan and I noticed that while politics was 

something that was very specialized and that people – other than committed 

activists – tended to avoid engaging in politics, culture and the arts was 

something that people flocked to in the neighbourhood; it was something 

they actually enjoyed. As an activist it simply made sense to combine 

political activism with artistic expression. 

In addition, my long experience as an activist taught me that people get 

involved in politics for non-rational, non-cognitive reasons. Very few people 

are politicized by reading a pamphlet or signing a petition; instead people 

have experiences, often emotional, visceral experiences, that lead then into 

politics. Creating these affective states is what art is particularly good at. 

Q. What do you intend to achieve through your work? 

 

A. Through the Centre for Artistic Activism, and our two main training 

programs: the School for Creative Activism and the Arts Action Academy, we 

hope to help create a hybrid practice of artistic activism. More specifically, 

through the SCA we teach activist to think more like artists and through the 

AAA we teach artists to work with activists to help them think more like artists. 

With the AAA we work with artists to help them think more like activists. With 

http://artforwhat.files.wordpress.com/2014/04/interview-with-stephen-duncombe.pdf
http://artforwhat.files.wordpress.com/2014/04/interview-with-stephen-duncombe.pdf
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both we are aiming toward the same end result: making more creative and 

effective actors, and designing more creative and effective means, to bring 

about social change. 

 

 

Q. To what extent do you believe that your work has an effect to the 

contemporary world? To whom and what kind of effect? 

A. I can’t make any grandiose claims for our work. We work with very skilled 

activists and very creative artists in our trainings and we try our best to help 

them do what they set out to do: change the world.  

We try and help them to be more creative, more strategic, and thus more 

effective. If we succeed then it’s really them who are going to change the 

world. 

 

Q. In your opinion, what does it mean for art to be useful nowadays? 

A. Art has always been useful, even when it insists it is not. Art has valorised 

wealth, art has set ideals for racial, class and gender superiority, and art has 

even created an escape from politics. What we are asking for is art to be self-

consciously useful for social change.  

 

Q. Do you think that art is powerful ? In which sense? 

A. Art moves us. And it moves us by speaking to our senses. It’s a mistake – 

one made by most democratic theorists – to think that politics is a purely 

rational affair: rational actors making rational decisions based upon their 

access to rational information. Perhaps it would be nice if politics worked this 

way, but it doesn’t. Politics is about setting – and challenging – “common 

sense”; whomever sets what a society thinks of as common sense controls 

that society. Politics, when it is hegemonic, is not something that you think 

about or contemplate or decide upon, Instead politics is something 
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unspoken, almost invisible: something you feel or sense. Art operates on this 

terrain of the sensible. 

Art can also shift what we consider sensible – what Jacques Ranciere calls 

the “distribution of the sensible.” Art can introduce new perspectives and shift 

our very ways of sensing the world. What was once perceived to be noise is 

then understood as music, or a urinal is thought of as art. This has always been 

the role of the avant garde. 

 

Q. How do you think that art functions within an economic system? 

A. If art is being bought and sold then it is a commodity. This, however, is not 

the only exchange that has to happen with art. Art can be a gift, or it can be 

a shared experience, or it can be facilitating others’ creations. Art’s 

economic function has everything to do with its economic context. 

 

Q. To what extend  and how do you think capitalism and the 'rules' of cultural 

production affect your work and art in general ?  

A. We live under capitalism so there is nothing that you or I do that is not 

influenced by capitalism: from how we think about our art to the way we 

brush out teeth. There is no outside; no autonomous realm. But we can be 

conscious of this fact and from within this space and within these confines use 

our art to reflect back – in the long-standing artistic tradition of mimesis – 

upon capitalism. We can also do something even more important: use our 

creativity to imagine something, someplace different: utopia. These utopias 

are, as the Greek roots of the word suggests, no-place. They are fictions only 

imagined within and through our current situation, yet they can give us a 

direction and a path out of the present and into a new, and as of yet 

nonsensical, future. Art, at its best, has always done this. 
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APPENDIX 3:  ART MANIFESTO 

 

o Do not make art for art's sake. 

o Do  not make art subordinate  to money. 

o Don't make art for anyone else's consumption. Art is not to 

be consumed. 

o Do not make art that earns . Make art that offers. 

o Don't make art for money. They will not give any more value 

to it. 

o Create art do not produce it. 

o Don't follow the mass. You're not a sheep. You're an artist. 

o Don’t make art for an audience. Make art for people. 

o Make art for everyone. EVERYWHERE. 

o Make art cheap for the pockets not for the brains. 

o Don't think your art as part of the market. Think your art as 

part of the world. 

o ART IS USEFUL. 

 


