Artist’s Statement

Art: The term is nearly meaningless without grounding in history and place even when
just referring to vanguard high art. Such grounding, of course, locates aesthetic
commitments but also whatever social and political thought and movements with which
an art practice or movement may be aligned or, at least, compatible or comfortable. The
roots of my work are many, but to be brief, can begin with the Soviet Constructivists
and Bertolt Brecht and updated with certain ideas from the conceptual art movement.
At the same time, my overall position is in favor of a pluralist approach to the many
positions and movements that exist and are coming. What I wish for is a vigorous and
rigorous contention between points of view and practice which includes all the parties of
the field: artists, critics, curators, institutions, publications and, most important, public.

Art and Social Change: Over the last decade and more, many artists have been concerned
about a broad array of social issues. Commitment to social commentary and criticism
through artworks is viewed as a move beyond the art-for-art's-sake limitations of liberal
modernism: the artist as social isolate. But is this move toward the social really all that
substantial? I think it depends upon how we come to view the role of the artist. My
commitment has long been that the concerns and exhibition of social art be connected in
some way to organized efforts towards the same ends; art that intends to challenge the
social world has its best chance in tandem with social/political organizations and their
allies.

Art and the Labor Movement: Though my work addresses, in many ways, a lot of
different issues, I view class struggle as the significant arena of action. It also means that
organized labor, the union movement, is the primary connection to consider. This logic
would extend to other concerns such as work about race (organizations of people of
color), gender (women's organizations), environment ("green" organizations), etc. If
there is no apparent connection, the artist seems to be saying that the art can lead to
social change (or defense of something) within the confines of the art world and not
necessarily in relation to organized efforts out in our communities. I have been a union
activist for over twenty-five years.

Art and Sociology: The psychological level and the mappings of the subjective certainly
dominate the point of view of vanguard high art. But, once the issues of the societal are
raised, framing is also necessary at the level of aggregate behavior and social structure. I
am interested in both the bird’s eye view of class struggle and that which cannot
necessarily be directly observed at any particular site of its occurrence: relationships
"seen" and represented by way of analysis. Experience isn't everything.

Art Documentary: Postmodern formulations have tended to so problematize
representation that strategic ideas for social/political ends become difficult if not
impossible. The context of history and causal relations are seen as untenable leaving
criticism stuck at the levels of the individual and the tactical. A '"reinvented



documentary" is offered to address the problematics of traditional practices. I view my
work as an attempt to enter debates about the direction of both art and the labor
movement at all levels of theory and practice.

Fred Lonidier, San Diego 2006



CAA Marxist Caucus

While talking about the histories of radical and political art practices in the United States, I
mentioned the Marxist Caucus to the editors of pros* as the precursor of the Radical Art
Caucus of the College Art Association. Promptly, I was asked to write a history of the
Caucus. I agreed but had to qualify my ability to do so as I had been a member but was
somewhat outside of a lot of what went on and what happened to it. My recollection was
that the caucus started some time before the Washington DC CAA conference in 1979.
There, I presented "The Health & Safety Game," my first photo/text/video documentary
installation work "for, by and about class struggle through organized labor,” as I later
tagged my practice when I had done a lot more of it. But when I looked in a folder I had, I
realized how off I was about its origins and length of existence — Newsletter No. 1 was
dated Fall 1977 and included a “Statement of Purpose,” “History,” and other headings
including how to join and subscribe to the newsletter. So, this will have to do as an
introduction to both the Marxist Caucus and radical art practices in the US. It is my hope
that soon someone will write a history of that era from the mid 1970s through the mid
1980s (and beyond) in terms of radical art practices. What I will attempt here is to provide

some context for the Marxist Caucus and its relation to my work.

[ became a member of the Students for Democratic Society (SDS) while at San Francisco
State College around 1965. After the very brutal suppression of the Left in general and the
Communist Party USA (CPUSA) in particular, Marxism resurfaced in this country within the
SDS. It was largely brought in by the Progressive Labor Party (PLP) which was a Maoist
faction that was expelled from the CPUSA. It would take a large wall chart to display all of
the Left revolutionary parties that formed over the next decade or two, including the
Revolutionary International Youth Movement faction (aka "The Weathermen"), a number
of Maoist "pre-parties” such as the Revolutionary Union and the October League, and many
that came out of Trotsky's Fourth International after the Socialist Workers Party, which

had some splits.

In conjunction with these new and largely youth based Marxist initiatives, but largely



parallel to them, Marxism resurfaced in academia. Young scholars began to look at
Marxism’s legacy and were in tune with New Left Notes out of the UK and the work of Louis
Althusser for example. By the early 1970s, most of the social sciences had Marxian
caucuses and publications including The Insurgent Sociologist and The Journal of Radical
Political Economists. Literature was becoming influenced by the so-called Frankfurt School.
Herbert Marcuse was right here at UCSD as was Fredrich Jameson. Raymond Williams and

Stuart Hall were widely read.

Meanwhile, the international anticolonial movement was at the center of everyone's
attention with the Vietnam War. A "Third World" came into existence as distinct from
NATO and the Warsaw Pact of the Soviets but very socialist in direction. Cuba and the
People's Republic of China were the most influential on the communist New Left in the
West. Speaking of the "New Left," it has to be understood that, in all its differences and
contradictions, it constitutes the trope of the Left of that era to this one. At great risk, I will
summarize it as the end of political parties and labor movements as the vehicles of
allegiance for the vast majority of the Left in the U.S. except for a number of ultra-Left

parties. And, as in the writing of Michael Denning, constitutes the "cultural turn" of politics.

i

Back to academia and onto the arts, the formative years for my practice were in the
company of a group of faculty and students in the Visual Arts Department at UCSD and a
branching out to others around the U.S. and other English speaking countries through
Artists Meeting for Cultural Change in NYC and the CAA Caucus for Marxism and Art. Since
its founding in 1960s, the Visual Arts Department was in a number of ways interested in
the social practice of art, which made it unique among art schools at the time. Along with
CalArts, we constituted the first art departments, which were very much conceptual in
approach. Conceptualism provided openings to feminist, ecological and social justice
concerns in our practices. But Phel (then Phil) Steinmetz and I went farther, experimenting
with different ways to use conceptualism and photography to produce works that engaged
the social and political, though in different ways in our work. Phel and I, together, devised a

photography program with a strong emphasis on social critique. Sometime after Martha



Rosler and Allan Sekula started as MFA students, we formed an informal group which met
once a month, often at a house Phel and I shared on Carmel Valley Road. We would discuss
a reading or one of us would present a work or an idea for a work. The framework that
many of us were working within was articulated by Allan. Allan’s "Dismantling Modernism,
Reinventing Documentary: Notes on the politics of representation” distanced our practices
from the liberal traditions of photo documentary and explicitly called for a socialist

yon

practice. Martha’s "In, Around and Afterthoughts (on documentary photography)" added a

thorough critique of liberal documentary and photo journalist practices.

The two most notable works of mine of this period were "29 Arrests" and "The Double
Articulation of Disneyland." The former was in my MFA show at UCSD in the spring of
1972 and consisted of shots I took behind a police photographer who was shooting each
arrest from a sit-in in front of the Naval headquarters. The protest was in reaction to the
massive bombing of Cambodia. The Disney piece started with photos I took of Allan,
Martha and Brian Connell, all MFA grads and part of the group above as they hammed it up
in 1974. When Allen saw the proofs, he mentioned their relation to a draft article on
Disneyland that Louis Marin, a French theorist visiting Literature, had written. The article
was a deconstruction of Disney exposing its underlying ideology. The text was used along
with captions accompanying each photograph. The photos and text were basically parallel
tracks. These works demonstrate our critique of the position of photography as journalism
or documentary in the art world and also our engagement with social practices and

concerns.

Over the next few years I began to connect up with and, in a few instances, exhibit
with other artists whose practices were committed to social critique in one way or another.
These shows and personal contacts brought a few of us from UCSD into the orbit of a kind
of national and international Left of activist artists who were a challenge to the mainstream
Western art world. One of these shows was at the San Francisco Art Institute in 1977 and
then "Social Works" at the Los Angeles Institute of Contemporary Art in 1979, which
included a catalog. During trips to New York to try to organize exhibitions of our work, Phel

and I began to meet and some times stay with a number of art activists who were involved



with Artists Meeting for Cultural Change (AMCC). A number of artists involved with Art
Language were also involved. We were all associated with conceptualism as the dominant
vanguard paradigm at that time. Providing both a challenge and alternative to the
mainstream art world, AMCC published a few issues of The Fox and in 1977, an Anti-
Catalog as a critique of an "American Painting” show at the Whitney Museum which
included no women nor Black painters. I really do not recall when I became aware of the
Caucus for Marxism and Art but many of the artists we met in New York were already
involved, including Carol Duncan, Hans Haacke, Victor Burgin, [an Burn, and Carolé Condé

and Karl Beverage. i

There is a parallel aside that should be mentioned along the formation of the Marxist
Caucus. As a number of us were getting involved with the Marxist Caucus, we were also
getting involved in the Society for Photographic Education (SPE). The SPE was started in
1962 in order to advance the recognition of photography as a fine art. By the late 1950's, a
number of prominent photographers were working in higher education, however, art
photography in the U.S. was largely considered outside the art world as such. By the 1970’s,
Conceptual Art had brought photography into the height of the art world, however, “art
photographers” were still very marginalized. So we joined in order to bring into SPE
socially critical practices. The setting there was quite different from that of the Marxist
Caucus. The members of the SPE were largely out of tune with current art movements and
the kinds of Left, feminist and Marxist interests found in CAA and the Caucus. Our impact as

both newcomers and outsiders was considerable.

My first actual involvement with the Marxist Caucus was, as noted above, in 1979. |
presented “The Health and Safety Game.” Briefly, "The Health & Safety Game" consists of a
number of photo/text panels (40” x 55”) and a 20 minute b/w video tape. The main body
of each panel consists of a case study of occupational disease or injury. The workers
represented remain anonymous and faceless; photos are close-up images of their scars,
burns, etc. and in some cases | was able to use x-rays and documents provided by their
doctors. Each panel has an outline of events to date when the work was done from the

injury or appearance of the disease through medical evaluations, worker’s compensation or



legal actions. Titles of each panel focused on the relationship each worker’s disease or
injury and their trade such as "Machinist's Back" or "Steel Worker's Lungs." Texts provide
edited accounts of each worker’s story taken from taped interviews. Some particularly
telling quotes are enlarged and printed around the panels. The large panels of personal
accounts are juxtaposed with small panels elucidating the various ways "Management" was

» "

winning the Game, including “Management Strategies,” “Control the Professions” and
“Break the Law.” It is through these smaller panels, where the “Game” is played out
between Labor and management, where Labor must match or better management’s
strategies in order to stop losing and start winning "The Health & Safety Game." In the
video tape - which I will not show without the panels - I asked some of the workers to do
something they can no longer do due to their disease or injury; their taped struggle is an

objective lesson in the costs borne by workers in the imbalance of power between the

working class and capital in their sale of their labor power at work.

When discussing “The Health and Safety Game” at CAA, SPE and other visiting artist gigs, |
began by explaining the Leftist tactic of pushing an issue to the point where politics could
no longer address the problem. This new strategy, formed in the wake of the Cold War, was
intended to develop socialist labor movements. As the labor movement kept pushing for a
cause, which the system (i.e. politics) could not solve, the labor organizations would
effectively move Left. If it kept moving to the Left, it would become a socialist labor
movement. | started with the issue of occupational safety and health because it was (and
still is) a perfect example of that which capital cannot adequately address. The implication
of the game is that Labor would have to better its strategies to win but that would not be
possible within the system. So, like socialist environmentalists who do not believe
capitalism can ever reverse global warming, one keeps pushing for the real thing until
there is a recognition that radical change is necessary. Occupational health in particular
was a perfect choice at the time because many people were not aware of a whole host of
occupational diseases that had been caused by the tremendous development of new
chemical compounds since the beginning of the 20t century. In spite of the creation of the
Occupational Health and Safety Administration (OSHA), few new compounds had been

tested for either long-term nor synergistic effects. A few unions at the forefront and labor



activists across the country formed occupational health advocacy and education groups. I
belonged to one in San Diego. Thus the art strategy of the work fit very well with the

political turn of Conceptual Art but also with actual Labor and activist struggles.

But, within a Marxian framework, my work would be understood as "economistic” in that it
narrowly focuses on class struggle between unions and owners. The whole range of critical
theory is only hinted at if present at all - for example, the issue of the "state" or “politics” is
present only in relation to the lack labor laws or their inadequate enforcement favorable to
workers such as the holes in the National Labor Relations Act or the lateness of national
standards for occupational health and safety. The "state," as addressed by Marx and Lenin,
is a shadow. So, focused is my work at the point of struggle, that the working class is
reduced to the work site with "superstructural” issues of family, community and broad
cultural matters either backgrounded or out of the frame. But, this choice of mine is
strategic in the face of a Cold War Labor movement, which had diminished in its capacity
for militancy and solidarity. This shrunken movement in a country with very ambivalent
and confused relations to class seemed to need very determined cases for a return to the
basics. I was, and certainly am, open to a broader Marxian pallet when the movement has
organized and fought its way to a greater mass base. But an explicitly Marxian artwork in
the labor movement will, I think, require an organized working class that has moved

beyond a class in itself to a class for itself.

[ want to generalize some about the "politics" of the activist, oppositional, critical, engaged,
revolutionary movement within the field of high art. To summarize, our views ranged from
the anarchist, socialist/communist to Left liberal on the typical political spectrum. Keep in
mind that the framework is the New Left and most of us were academically affiliated.
However, I want to emphasize that in the 1970s, there were two different art worlds -
those artists working in the galleries and being collected by the museums and those with
alterative practices who found support through the National Endowment for the Arts and
exhibited/worked out of alternative art spaces. The CAA Marxist Caucus was non-sectarian
to say the least and I found it hard to grasp what Marxism actually meant to many

participants. Before any of us could actually have a debate about the relevance of Marx, we



would have to do a lot of heavy lifting just to explain our sides of the terms of it.  would say
that many of us were rather coy about politics. The major source of Marxism for most in the
arts and humanities was, of course, the Frankfurt School. And though it had its influences
on the UCSD and other artists, we were also informed by the left modernists such as the
Soviet Constructivists and Bertolt Brecht as well as the cultural debates during the United
and then the Popular Fronts of the 1930s. I also drew on the International Worker
Photography movement and John Heartfield. But at the time, Marxism was relatively new
to most of us and the Cold War in the U.S. was so thorough in its annihilation of the Left
that, unlike its return abroad, there was little continuity with the Old Left. However, |
believe that it is almost impossible to claim an entirely Marxist art practice without a real

community cultural Marxists.

My “Marxism” was in the general “social democratic” mode of the academic and art worlds.
It was and is revolutionary in recognizing that socialism is needed to institute truly
democratic politics and economics. The Caucus and I shared many basic points of the
critique of capitalism about which is 90% of what Marx and Engels wrote. Few of us
engaged in praxis, the joining of theory and practice as artists, theorists, critics in the
manner of Marx and Engels who were always on the front lines of the political and
economic struggles of their day. Marx wrote pamphlets as have many Marxist intellectuals
since. The difference between me and the rest of the Caucus is that I actually was a union
member and activist with an art practice for, by and about class struggle. This, of course,
was a great contribution because my work could be and was foregrounded as an exemplary

example of praxis with creds in the field.

By the early 1980s, politically, the U.S. had been shifting to the right for some time. The (not
so) New Right we know today made a comeback slowly after the huge defeat of Barry
Goldwater against LBJ in 1964. Goldwater represented a growing right movement against
what had become essentially a New Deal GOP. It was the Ronald Reagan election as
governor of California and then President in 1980 that boosted the fortunes of the right and
made a lot of academics and intellectuals nervous about their Left identification. After

Reagan was President, the CAA conference in L.A. in 1985 was different for the Marxist



Caucus. There was everything from ideological movements away from Marx (such as
toward Freud) to personal animosities present among us and on our panel. I witnessed
someone from the floor claim that Marxists were "getting all the jobs" in the art
departments. This was in fact not true. I recall another artist saying at lunch, "It's not cool
to be political anymore." That was the last conference for the Caucus on Marxism in the
Arts and sometime afterward I heard that there had been some heavy falling outs among a
number of the main players. I did not return to CAA until I heard of the creation of the

Radical Art Caucus around 2000. iii

By the mid 1980s, the loose grouping of radical artists I had been part of drifted apart and I
have only shown work with some of them again recently with the renewed interest in the
origins of Conceptual Art. Marxism contracted greatly in the arts and humanities as a host
of new theorists and theories as well as art practices took hold. The major challenges to
Marxism would surface within the paradigms of poststructuralism and then
postsmodernism. Claude Levi-Strauss introduced a materialist approach without the class
struggle aspects of Marxism, while "Marxists" like Jameson, provided a considerable
amount of conceptual fuel to art practices based on the problematics of meaning in
language derived from linguistics and semiotics. I am not going to try to capture here their
origins not their complicated and, for me, confounding character. However, later
postmodernism came under powerful criticism for moving academic and intellectual social
criticism out of any connection to the social movements on the left. [ have always been
disappointed in how few left academics were actually involved with the movements on the
ground. The irony facing the academic expansion of socially critical art and writing since
the 1980s is that most is not vey accessible or useful outside of its own practice or
discourses. It is surprising then with the expansion of the art market, collecting and
sponsorship that political artists have still remained outside of these systems. No
accomplished Marxist cultural theorist has yet to engage my work in both a close nor

contextual analysis. And little mainstream art writing has considered it. v

So where are we now in the post-postmodern? And what are the consequences for a

Marxist or other engaged/activist art practice? A new generation of radical artists has



developed, largely outside of dominant ideological paradigms and of mainstream art
practice. Thus, they are largely invisible to the art world. These artists have varied
practices - new media, installation, video - but all have a socially directed practice.
However, I feel often feel separate from these practices. We must ask what are the spaces of
each of our work? What is the political in art practice? If we, as activist cultural workers,
want to be part of efforts to change the world we are in, [ argue that our discourses need to
be more historical and actually political. The problem of the political in contemporary art
became most evident to me and my non-art comrades with the international anti-
globalization movement which was explicitly and loudly anti-capitalist - very strong on
negation but, except for the generally young anarchists, weak on alternatives. I ask in a
contemporary political practice where were the banners calling for "Socialism or
communism NOW”? Without these, I believe we are left to reform capitalism, which is the

messy and unpalatable choice for revolutionaries under non-revolutionary conditions.

Whatever adequacy or inadequacy there may be to what I have laid out above, I find that
too few art world collaborative practices or other engagements with "community" located
in our society at large. To me there seems to be a continued divide between what is
considered art practice, activism and the role of the academic, where in fact the distinctions
are more fluid than prescribed. I do not see many of my academic colleagues in the many
activist groups or political organizations I have contact with here in San Diego. While many
of the graduate students and faculty in this department are union members (UAW for the
former and UC/AFT for the latter), activism is pretty absent and art practice is everywhere
but there. Most of the "art" being done in and for the peace and environmental
organizations is done by artists with no connection to the art world; their work is the “dark
matter” in the activist margins of the field. Artists out of the "minority" communities
including the GLT are somewhat better connected. In my view, Marxian praxis can
intervene in these critiques through the completely neglected issue of social class -
allowing the possibility of actual engagement with the working class and its unions, which

seems to have been completely shunned by cultural workers.



To conclude this personal account of the history of the Marxist Caucus, I want to add that
what I have always been on the lookout for, and still am, are other artists in the art world
with an on-going commitment to class struggle, which includes the labor movement. And it
would not hurt if they were also union members and activists as well if not necessarily
Marxists. We could share this base of individual or collective art practices in the labor
movement. This could give momentum to our work and draw others in. [ understand that
working around or in the labor movement is a big challenge but I can certainly lend my
experience as well as contacts. And we would have to bridge the “dark matter” divide
between those of us who are “made” in the art world and those artists outside of it. I can be

reached at (858) 534-2524, flonidier@ucsd.edu.

i See: Michael Denning, Culture in the Three Worlds

i After Condé and Beverage left AMCC, they got involved with Red-Herring in 1978 which
was an explicitly Left cultural magazine.

liihttp://radicalartcaucus.org/

v Only Allan’s piece, “Documentary and Corporate Violence” in Alexander Alberro and
Blake Stimson, eds., Conceptual Art: A Critical Anthology, comes close.



“Working With Unions II,” in Janet Wasco & Vincent Mosco, eds., Democratic
Communications in the Information Age, Garamond Press, Canada 1992

Abstract

History evolves and revolves unevenly and in the domain of communications the most
archaic forms coexist on this planet with the most “advanced” means. More locally, old
and new may even be neighbors and the same groups and individuals under consideration
may shift rather automatically from an oral tradition, say, to digitally recorded, micro
wave transmitted, data. While the U.S. labor movement must contend with all kinds of
new technologies (if not itself initiate them), it is neither financially possible to compete
fully with them in today’s “business environment” nor is it necessary. Older means can
be, and are, quite viably mixed with the newer provided that their use, content, and forms
be kept currant. My own work as a photo/text installation artist in the labor movement is
offered here critically as a model. In addition to exhibiting in art spaces I have been
using alternative walls in unions and public buildings.

WORKING WITH UNIONS II
Prologue A

I want to state at the outset that there are enormous limitations on an anthology like this,1
which are primarily a result of the marginal terrain most radical art occupies.

1. This essay is an updated and expanded version of one which appeared earlier in
Douglas Kahn and Diane Neumaier, eds., Cultures In Contention, The Real Comet Press,
Seattle 1985.

This in turn results from the marginal position of radicals in society, especially in non-
latin North America, and the consequent lack of resources to compete in the major arenas
of the mass media and high art (which has to a great extent been industrialized). Radical
art is a small-shop home industry taking on the multinational conglomerate for the
allegiance of the masses. The outcome of this marginalization is that most oppositional
cultural practice is largely invisible even to those of us who are obsessed with it. By
necessity, if not by choice, we work fairly locally and it takes almost all we’ve got to do
what we’re doing. There is a major role yet to be played by non-artists (radical curators)
to help get this work in front of a public2

2. Film (and now video) has had a much more developed system of distribution and
criticism than other left media. The collective nature of filmmaking has more naturally
evolved branches devoted to brochures and networks of distribution.

>From the early 70s, Newsreel (S.F.) and New Day Films have successfully got their
works moving around in substantial circuits of screenings. Organizations,
colleges/universities and cable TV provided many outlets. Later, Media Network (NYC)
has set itself up as a clearing house for film and video. “Media” clearly has a following
out of which a few people come forward to husband the outreach. In recent years, groups



like New York Political Art Documentation and Distribution (NYPADD has a
publication, Upfront) and Group Material have organized large group shows. A couple
years running, PADD became national with multisite exhibitions and performances in
various cities around the theme of non-intervention in Central America. “Art Against
Apartheid” is another example. However, these efforts come and go: nothing approaches
a regular circuit of exhibitions for floor/wall artworks. Screens are in and walls are out.

3. Shipping and hanging things (sometimes big and/or many things) is difficult with small
budgets. Space has to be commandeered and supervised for at least a few weeks in order
to allow a show to reach enough people to justify the effort and expense.

But this collection of essays and reproductions is only a step toward a real discourse
presenting real choices to the reader. Choice in this case - if most readers weren’t already
predisposed to certain ideas, practices and forms - is probably overwhelming without
some critical evaluation that is informed enough and has a clear enough perspective to
present a case. Choice, which should be based upon the judgement, description,
discussion and illustration of our often complex, socially specific and extensive works, is
rarely adequate to the task. What we need more and more, as oppositional work
achieves wider dissemination, is writing which itself compares and contrasts and
interrogates our works. When we are invited to group shows and anthologies, the host
must see to it that the political and formal issues are laid out in some way; otherwise we
have lettuce and tomatoes but no salad. This is no small problem. It can only be solved
by those who can take the time to actually observe our works in the contexts in which
they are intended and do (or don’t) work. Furthermore, the apprehending mind must
have some ideas about what things work and which don’t, about which jobs need to be
done and for whom? However successful any of us are in our scene with what we do, we
are floundering as a movement of cultural contenders and have much less of a meaningful
contention with each other than the political Left has within itself.

On the positive side, though, is the surfacing awareness - on national and internationals
levels - of the vitality and viability of oppositional cultural practice. There are now
fledging networks that transcend our localization, and many of us artists are aware of the
need to connect left intellectuals with our burgeoning practice.4

These writers are largely trained and located working in academia (when a job can be
found) and, until recently, heavily steeped in the traditions of Critical Theory. Now they
are preoccupied with the Post Modern. By and large they have remained aloof from
contemporary art-in-struggle unless they are discovering the past (1920’s & 30’s) or the
work is being done in the Third World or, to a small extent, by ethnic minorities.

In Praxis #6, I expand on the thesis that the theoretical and formal underdevelopment of
much of our work is partly a result of the left intelligentsia’s neglect. However, we need
to go beyond the scope of the critical community that is available for left filmmakers.
The problem there is that the critics write largely to each other and for the viewers; it is



not very evident that the critical circle is closed with the makers of films. It is a full-
circle ideal that I point toward for all our work. Many artists are not really open to
criticism nor do many read theoretical work.

Prologue B

The above prologue indicates the level of theoretical/critical crises I see in the “art for
social change” arena in the U.S. When I turn to the “communications for social change”
field (in which I am not nearly so embedded), there is plenty attention to theory but I
don’t see much interest in art. Perhaps some of the articles ahead and behind me here
will be concerned with art in some sense of the meaning to some extent but there is little
hint in their titles in front of me so far. I would guess that my contribution was accepted
because of its emphasis on labor. In the U.S., with the exception of film and video and to
a lessor extent theater, art lies way above the plane of “democratic communications” in
the estimations of left social scientists. And oppositional art does not seem prominent in
the mass media. Art’s democratic credentials are in question and without mass
distribution is of dubious significance anyway?

So, in the “information age,” where is oppositional art and where is it going? Some of it
is making use of the new informational technologies, especially computers and cable TV
via video. The PC publishers have been unleashed, “Deep Dish” spreads Paper Tiger
around the globe. And all this is what we’ve been waiting for; it’s no longer a question
of where you are but whether or not you are on line. But (before you quote that) consider
that democracy without place is problematic.5

5. Of course person to person communication on site is not unmediated but when
contemplating the conference call as the alternative (even with videophones), we must be
startled at any naive acceptance. Electronic communication attenuates mediation under a
guise of directness.

And, in fact, millions of people, while electronically connected, are still very rooted
somewhere or wish they were. Working class culture in particular is both fascinated with
sound and picture gadgets and is attached to locality. Work, family, hobbies/recreation,
etc. make use of amateur state of the art technologies in order to preserve an essentially
provincial outlook. On the production end, lots of artists committed to social critique and
change are going to continue to work in media which predates the new information age.
They are painting and drawing and sculpting and writing poems and songs, by hand even.
Side stepping here the issue of how effective that work is as art (or whether it should not
be art or really isn’t art anyway), do the new technologies of electronic reproduction
render this work irrelevant? Are the new technologies a kind of flashy convention for all
public messages; to be heard one must speak in its language?

In the new information age, I am going to make a democratic argument for place.6



6. It is also an argument that in the real world of contention between working class and
corporate culture that it should be expected there will be a coexistence of old and new
technologies. There is no implication here that work should not be done with the
electronic media. To some extent our limited access to it leaves no choice but other
means of communications.

Feedback on the spot, in fact, is one of the virtues of placement.

The effectiveness of whatever goes onto a given wall or floor is to be judged by paying
attention to what happens to it. Keep in mind that we are sometimes talking about
messages which will not be easy for the intended audience to accept and that I am
assuming messages which have rhetorical power but do not attempt to persuade by
appeals to mystery or by “mystification.” Below is an account of artworks I have been
doing about and for the labor movement in this country. In addition to exhibiting in art
spaces I have been using alternative walls in unions and public buildings.

I

My work addresses the growing inability of the U.S. labor movement to protect its
interests. My work attempts to point toward the unnameable socialist program that can
advance the working class to its full political potential. I have to say “attempts” because
since 1975 I have been carrying on a slow, uneven, thin, in short, difficult task with just
enough support, encouragement and “success” to keep going. This is not a complaint but
an acknowledgement that this goal, for all of us committed to it, demands the tenacious
resolve of the long-run. I must also say that when I began making artwork about and for
the labor movement I had hoped, no, expected things would move much faster. I
especially hoped that the unions and their federation the AFL-CIO would embrace my
first project, “The Health and Safety Game (hereafter, H&SG),” and commit resources to
its wide distribution. On the other hand, I feared that the way I chose to work would not
go at all. I have been working in this way long enough now to evaluate what has
happened and point to future directions.

II

The artworks I am discussing here - “The Health and Safety Game,” 1976,7

7. Red-Herring #2, Praxis #6 and Proceedings of the Marxist Caucus of the College Art
Association, 1980.

“I Like Everything Nothing But Union,” 1983 - have a dual social role, one in the art
world and another in the - unions, but tend to play one or the other depending on the
place shown.



This art originates from and continue to be a part of the avant garde high art world, and
remain there to challenge and contradict a sacrosanct bourgeois cultural institution.
Along with other radical artists here who have the requisite credentials, I work to prevent
high culture from entirely going on with its business and hypocrisies (art for business
sake) without having to occasionally answer (and sometimes even concede) to criticism.
We rally those artists, students, and critics who are inside the artworld but share in few of
its benefits and who can potentially be encouraged to view their alienation and discontent
as related to problems of the society at large. Legitimacy in the artworld has been
traditionally claimed by the theoretical contribution any given work makes to the
cultural-formal questions raised. In their terms: what is the nature and boundary of art?
In spite of the degeneration of Modernism’s own theory and practice, there is still some
knee-jerk acceptance of serious attempts at this. And ‘political art’ often looks very
serious to those still concerned to uphold Art’s intellectual respectability.

In the labor unions, the work is legitimized by its “artness” as well as by the seriousness
of the social issues involved. Because organized labor and its concerns have been
relatively marginalized - in spite of an overall membership that makes the art world look
like a game of solitary in comparison - unions may welcome an outsider (or in my case, a
member of the American Federation of Teachers) who speaks on their behalf to a public
audience within prestigious social institutions. As for my work, it doesn’t look like
anything they’d usually consider art except that they know that modern art often takes
unusual forms. This is not a satisfactory understanding of what I do, but it allows me to
develop my photo/text pieces until both the workers and I can afford the time and energy
needed to discuss all manner of cultural issues. If there is any other legitimate
justification for separating art of this nature into high or low categories, it is not on the
basis of status but in the acceptance of a vanguard role in the experimental sense. In the
same way political economy must continuously reassess and test its theory and practice,
so must any sub-arena such as cultural work. I have the greatest affinity, then, with those
who see their work as offering something fundamentally new to the long traditions of
oppositional cultural practice. I hope this does not sound pretentious and stuffy. I
genuinely believe there is a need for a theoretical distinction in our activities even if we
have not yet worked out completely non-elitist ways of using them.

Photo/text documentary has evolved as an answer to humanist photography’s
commitment to singular, dramatic images. I am not arguing that the issue is one of style,
but that the artwork needs to be more ambitious in representing the issues and in keeping
an audience’s attention fixed on the camera’s subject rather than on the heroism and
virtuosity of the photographer.9

9. See Allan Sekula, “Dismantling Modernism, Reinventing Documentary (Notes on the
Politics of Representation),” Photography Against the Grain: Essays and Photo Works
1973-1983, Press of the Nova Scotia College of Art & Design, Halifax, Canada, 1984.

I support a self-reflexive mode that reveals the documentarian and the tools for scrutiny
as long as the balance is maintained between the looking inward and outward. Also, the
dependence of photographs on context for their meaning makes a demand upon those of



us who want to say what we think needs being said - and not something else - to control
as much of the viewing environment as possible. Like in film, where it is now
unthinkable that the images and sound/text would not be shaped to create a whole
“statement,” the documentary photographer produces a complete thing. I am talking
about autonomous, self-contained artworks and am not, of course, ruling out other more
limited or dependent uses of the medium (like illustration).10

10. This is one use of photography that has very widespread use and thereby distribution.
Publications can now rather cheaply reproduce photos rather well and this creates a big
demand. Occasionally my pictures appear in this manner and I have no strong objection
to this vernacular use. The photos you see here are of this order as “details” from their
artworks. That is, they belong as images to the specifics of a particular work where they
are rooted or “anchored” (Barthes) as all photos are in their taking. They are uprooted
when used as universal icons as is the practice in many “photo essays” and most
photojournalism. So, I am referring here to the myriad left newspapers, magazines and
journals as well as leaflets, posters and the like.

There is so much labor history lost to union people now and so much reorientation
necessary that I resort to rather lengthy texts. There are always interviews with workers
that tell what is experienced, seen, thought and felt about the situation from their
perspectives. This commentary runs the full range from the specifics of their experience
to the long-run historical context but for the most part, the former dominates. The big
picture is not well developed, for political reasons, among the U.S. rank and file.
Because of this I provide an overview that is historically derived and more global in
reach. “How has this issue developed through time? What does it look like in other
places?” Usually I also provide some kind of outline for the text in order to make it more
accessible. This gives the reader an opportunity to assess what any given panel of the
artwork may be about so choices can be made as to which one(s) to pursue in depth at the
moment.

I am frequently asked if union members in particular read the entirety of my pieces. (This
is often said in response to the widely known rise in illiteracy among us; I don’t know
why people who bemoan this fact encourage it by arguing for less literature). Based on
the experience I now have, and on what I have learned from other kinds of extensive
works, it is clear that people will make an effort to get through something if the following
conditions prevail:

First, and most important, is the choice of subject matter. I always look for the
submerged, missed, or forgotten labor issue - or for an issue that is about to emerge. In
hand with this choice is the particular way the issue is treated, the point of view. I look to
the absences, inadequacies or invisibilities of the available discourse. In fact, much of
what I have to say is already known and discussed or suspected by workers themselves.

It may only be a question of legitimizing or distilling and organizing certain ideas rather
than teaching in the one-way sense.

Second, the language must be visually well organized and widely understandable.



Third, the artwork should be installed in a place frequented by workers for lengthy
periods of time. If possible, parts of the work should be reproduced in the union’s or
labor council’s literature. It must be publicized. This third requirement causes the most
problems for works like mine since so often it is just not possible for one reason or
another.

My long-winded strategy may not always be necessary. If and when union consciousness
of its history and of contemporary issues rises and expands, they won’t have to be
included in such depth within the artworks.

One other major issue I will only touch on is the active/passive role of the documentarian.
I do not believe that any phenomena necessarily speaks for itself well. In my editorial
choices I give emphasis to the more conscious expressions out of proportion to their
occurrence among U.S. workers. I am concerned with what is in order to move my
audience to consider what ought to be. To represent things “as they are” without
indicating why they are this way, that is, how they came about, is to reify causation and
reinforce the contention that the status quo is immutable. My own contribution to the
pieces, (such as the “Management” section of the Health and Safety Game or the “Crises
of Western Capital” in LA Public Workers...,) are efforts to intervene in the discourse of
the trade unions (and artworld) and insert that which is needed but absent.

However, anticommunism is still a prevailing sanction against the explicit expressions of
certain political ideas within U.S. unions and the working class itself, although socialism
has become a little less threatening as a few major and visible unionists have come out as
socialists in recent years.11

11. Mainly by membership in the Democratic Socialists of America (DSA). It is a well-
kept secret from the general public that much of the top leadership of the AFL-CIO
belongs to the Social Democrats U.S.A. (SDUSA) which, along with DSA, is a member
of the Socialist International. On foreign policy, SDUSA is very much to the right of the
rest of the SI.

This raises a problem faced by all leftists working with the unions today and especially
with their leadership. Some groups in the 1970’s and early 80’s thought they could go
directly to the rank-and-file with revolutionary politics and unite with them to replace the
centrist labor officials. All of those groups, that I know of, now find themselves on the
margins of the unions or out altogether. The only alternatives remaining for those who
favor a socialist program is to enter through the muddy waters of reformism or dual
unionism. Many of my choices of issue and of perspective, then, are attempts to push at
the limits of discourse (liberalism) in order to open the way toward a new working class
politic in this country.

A final consideration of cultural work in the unions is that there are few outlets for these
artworks. However, there is great potential because the unions already have members,
spaces and newspapers (Cable TV opens up possibilities I cannot go into here). The



problem is getting some of these resources committed and adapted to cultural work. Just
because a union has a hall does not necessarily mean that there is a reasonable space
inside for exhibits. Unions also sometimes have money. Direct funding for projects is
always a possibility, and each year unions and federations support a number of varied
things (mostly films, slide shows, pamphlets, posters and

calendars, and occasionally theater and art exhibits). Naturally, it usually takes a lot of
time/energy to get an allocation of scarce monies especially from a movement that is
under attack. The issue of patronage control enters here too.12

12. Since Lane Kirkland replaced George Meany as head of the AFL-CIO, there has been
a growing interest in media in the trade unions. The Labor Institute of Public Affairs
produces programming for public television and promotes the use of video and cable TV
locally. Between two and three dozen U.S. cities now have some kind of labor cable TV
programming or have it in the works (here in San Diego, Labor Link TV is exploring the
use of cable). There is a recent new development of significance. The AFL-CIO has
formally established a relationship with the Labor Heritage Foundation. This is the
outcome of efforts by labor musicians who began holding festivals hosted by the George
Meany Center. Joe Glazer is the most prominent name among the organizers. More
recent festivals (one was held in Santa Cruz, California in March 1987) have had
workshops devoted to oral histories, photography and video in addition to singing and
songwriting and it is their wish to expand to all the arts as interest is demonstrated and
resources found. I should also mention that the Workers Cultural School at the
University of Michigan (Ann Arbor) has started annual spring workshops across several
disciplines: “Art From, By and For the Workplace.”

Personally, because of my artworld/university base, I have been able to draw support
from outside labor through grants. I have also used a lot of my university salary for this
work (and can take tax deductions for this as a research/education expense). However,
labor’s political clout must be used to expand government support for the arts as aid for
cultural work. In the English-speaking world, the U.S. has the smallest per capita public
art endowment; art here is privately owned or controlled, a consequence of political
factors.13

13. I briefly want to mention one place abroad where art and labor are more tightly
connected than here. There art has been greatly socialized (state owned, funded and
exhibited): a legacy of Social Democracy. The Australian Council of Trade Unions
formally adopted an arts policy “in the late 1960°s.” But not until the early 1980°s was
there a formal link between the Australian Council for the Arts and the ACTU through
the Community Arts Boards. The outcome has been government funding for the “Arts
and Working Life Program” which augments support from the unions and the ACTU.
Because Canada too has a relatively high public funding for the arts, there is movement
there in the trade unions and their federations to follow the Australian example. My
source for the above is Karl Beveridge, “Report on the Art and Working Life Program in
Australia,” Toronto, 1985.



One way to work with limited resources is to form a group to divide up the efforts.

Film and video is used to collective modes of working. Eventually I want to work with
my fellow unionists from start to finish, but now they participate only as the objects of
consideration and have minimal input in the artworks as a whole. Poetry, music,
literature, murals once flowed from the labor temples. Our goal has to be to revive, and
renew, the cultural side of the labor movement. In short, a lot of work is yet to be done to
create a broad viable support system.

2

11

“The Health And Safety Game : fictions based on fact” - Really about the political
economy of occupational health, the H&SG was my first photo/text artwork for and about
the labor movement. It puts a number of photo/narrative ‘case histories’ into the context
of the winning political strategies and tactics of “Management” (Capital). I include, but
downplay, the significance of technical-medical answers to the horrendous slaughter in
the workplace because, although these remedies are in many cases already available, the
political unity of the workers needed to force their implementation is not. When this
piece has been exhibited for a sufficient time, I think it has proven very effective in its
intent to provoke discussion about labor’s strategies and tactics.

“L.A. Public Workers Point To Some Problems : sketches of the present for some point
to thefuture for all ?”” - Produced for the Social Works show at the Los Angeles Institute
for Contemporary Art, I tried to use this piece as the hub of an expanded exhibition idea.
Since it is very difficult to get labor to come to galleries, editions of the artwork were
hung simultaneously in the unions involved and in the L.A. County Federation of Labor.
The ‘public worker’ issue was selected, with the help of the Federation, because of the
timely impact of Proposition 13.14

14. This California ballot initiative was successfully promoted as a property tax reform in
1978, at a time when these taxes for residential property were doubling and nearly
tripling within a few years due to real estate speculation. The actual outcomes were
significant relief from residential taxes, a tremendous windfall tax break for commercial
property owners (the initiative’s unstated purpose), and a substantial reduction of the tax
base for local public services.

Speaking from the perspective of city and county workers about the consequences of this
widely supported initiative, this piece addresses several questions:

-Was there ‘fat’ in government? (Some)
-Did the new law cut the fat? (No, fat is in administration which can protect itself)
-What about government services? (Declining)

-And working conditions? (Bad to worse)



Another major change from The Health And Safety Game was to place the fiscal crises of
L.A. into international, national then regional contexts by outlining certain facts (surplus
industrial capacity has produced a glut of many commodities on world markets causing a
drop in overall profits and a consequent shrinking of the tax base) and quoting
contradictory authorities from the business press. Formally, this work was less successful
than the H&SG. The images are more interesting, I think, but less shocking than scars
and burns. More significantly though, I gave a lot of space to an outline that was too long
to work as such and tended to overload each panel with type. I received generally
favorable feed-back from the unions at that time but virtually no response from the art
establishment reviewers. I don’t think a single one went to any of the unions to see how
it might look and work there or to talk to local officers and members.

“I Like Everything Nothing But Union “ - This work was requested by the head of my
own San Diego-Imperial Counties Labor Council (AFL-CIO) and, after over two years of
photographing and interviewing, was installed in the Labor Council’s Executive Board
office. Additional editions have traveled locally and nationally. It sums up two broad
but critical questions for organized labor today: who are we and where should we go
from here? We begin with the point that the crises of occupational health and the public
sector are symptomatic of deeper issues and that the labor movement will have to
thoroughly examine itself before it can move ahead. The primary role of the photos is to
present the diversity of occupations, ethnic background and gender that have to be
unified. Lengthy quotations address the issues as rank-and-file workers see them. The
Council’s interest in the project springs from a desire to raise these concerns both within
the unions and the public at large. This is a significant first step away from the Cold War
years (under George Meany), when public silence was kept on a lot of big questions
about the role of unions in society by containing them within the top levels of the unions
and our federation, the AFL-CIO.15

15. In February, 1985 the AFL-CIO Committee on the Evolution of Work produced “The
Changing Situation of Workers and their Union” which was shortly adopted as policy for
the Federation. When promoting this artwork to the labor movement, I stress its dovetail
with this critical document (though I have much more affinity with the militancy of “The
Inside Game: Winning with Workplace Strategies,” AFL-CIO Industrial Unions Dept.
1986).

Fred Lonidier, 1987
San Diego, California
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