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Part I: Background 

 Is art a thing in itself, creating its own self-sufficient world, or is it part of a 

larger thing, inevitably bound up in the physical and social world we all share?  Is 

its value in providing a world apart, one that contains a beauty or strangeness all 

its own?  Or does art reflect society, and in doing so, carry with it a social 

responsibility? 

 I have been preoccupied with these questions for some time.  Having spent 

many years as both a choreographer and an activist (with the peace movement), I 

never found a way to merge my art and my desire for social change.  I admire 

artists who can bring their moral passion into their artwork in a way that satisfies 

their aesthetic demands as well.  Since my own political life and artistic life have 

been very separate, I also admire artists like Grace Paley, who is not considered a 

“political writer,” but who engages whole-heartedly in efforts for social justice, 

and these involvements feed her creativity.  It seems to me that there are two 

options for socially minded artists: one is to infuse one’s work with one’s social 

issues, or at least a social consciousness; the other is to limit the art to a purely 

aesthetic realm (if there is such a thing) and infuse one’s life with social action.  I 

feel that many artists today avoid both options. 

 In some circles “political art,” or art that engages with social issues, is 

looked upon with skepticism and disdain; it is seen as an evasion of the challenge 

to allow a work of art to spring from the inner-most self.  Others feel that if art 
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does not refer to the real world, it is self-involved or irrelevant.  I personally feel 

that there is room in this world for both kinds of art, and everything in between.  

However, art that stays clearly within the borders of the aesthetic realm is 

generally more accepted and more discussed.  In this paper I focus on art that may 

be less accepted because it deals with social issues and may lead to activism. 

 Currently, there is a blossoming of art that combines aesthetic and social 

issues in overt and inventive ways, asking questions like:  How are artists affected 

by the world around them?  How can an artist who is passionate about social 

issues integrate them into her/his work or life?  How can participating in art — 

both the making and the appreciating — be more democratic?  How can art and a 

strong sense of community co-exist in one work, in one life?  Can art be a force 

for social change? 

 Although many philosophers, psychologists and sociologists have written 

on the creative process and the role of the artist in society, I feel that only artists 

themselves can get to the heart of the matter.  In addressing these questions, 

therefore, I turn to artists who balance art and social responsibility.  Some merge 

art and social conscience in their work, and others, for example Grace Paley, are 

activists more frequently in life than in art. 

 This paper has five parts.  Part I briefly lays out philosophical and 

sociological frameworks, and then gives examples of artists and artistic 

movements that blend art and activism.  When artists pose social or moral as well 

as aesthetic questions, I feel that they are serving the function of philosophers, and 

I intend to reflect this in my discussion here.  Part II is a series of interviews with 

five artists of different disciplines who might be defined as artist-activists.  

Because artists who speak out are more visible in other countries (see discussion 

of Doctorow later in Part I), I have chosen deliberately to find and interview only 

artists living in the United States.  I introduce each interview with a brief profile.  
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This section reflects some of the philosophical aspects of the life and work of 

these five artists, but my primary purpose here is to show how they entwine 

artistic with political goals.  Part III is a personal reflection on the foregoing 

material, offering insights of my own.  Part IV is a collection of quotes that I have 

gathered over the last ten years from a wide range of artists about the social role of 

the artist.  A bibliography, comprising a list of works cited plus a list of sources 

used for background, completes the thesis. 

 
Philosophical Background 

 Keats wrote, “Beauty is truth, truth beauty.”  Most of us feel some 

resonance with the idea that beauty and truth are related, and we know 

instinctively that if art is only beautiful or only truthful, then it is somehow 

incomplete.  We want to be filled up by a work of art, to be reminded of our 

humanity, to experience moments of loftiness as well as moments of darkness, to 

have it pierce us, accost us, lift us, or shake us.   

 I view the terms “truth” and “beauty” as fluid, taking on different meanings 

depending on historical and cultural context.  Most of us have a sense that truth is 

more than scientific fact, and that beauty is more than perfection of form.  Truth 

can be subjective; it comes from something deep in human nature.  Beauty can be 

subjective; it seems to come from a spiritual center.  Truth and beauty, in the 

context of the arts, share a soul-deep knowing of life and connectedness.  Perhaps 

getting to truth takes courage, whereas getting to beauty takes imagination.  At the 

risk of being simplistic, I would say that the seeming duality of truth versus beauty 

is parallel to the seeming duality of activist art versus purely imaginative art.  This 

parallel is implied in the following segment, which summarizes the views of the 

truth/beauty relationship by six philosophers known for their explorations into 

aesthetics — Plato, Aristotle, Kant, Nietzsche, Edman, and Marcuse. 
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 Plato’s theory of essential forms extends to his idea of artistic beauty.  A 

work of art, he writes in The Republic, must have, behind it, motivating it, a 

beautiful soul as well as a beautiful form (28).  When truth and beauty coincide, 

the beauty is divine and therefore moral.  The ultimate goal of art, Plato 

contended, should be to instruct children to become good citizens.  He objected to 

an art that stokes the passions — pleasure, pain, lust, anger (43).  He disapproved 

of Homer’s poetic stories and his charismatic way of speaking to youth, saying he 

did not “educate and improve mankind” (35).  Just as parents today might regard 

rock stars as too seductive or diverting, Plato regarded Homer’s beautiful verse 

and enthralling fantasies as threatening to the morals of youth.  He claimed that 

“Hymns to the Gods and praises of famous men are the only poetry which ought to 

be admitted into our state” (43).  For him a conflict raged between the aims of the 

poet, as embodied in Homer, and the aims of the philosopher, as embodied in 

himself.  Fearing the irrationality of art and its power to transform, Plato deemed 

Homer a danger to society.  Plato epitomizes what is referred to as “the ancient 

quarrel between philosophy and art” (44).  

 Aristotle saw art in a more positive light.  He did not share Plato's theory of 

Ideas, the transcendent forms behind all earthly forms, or his opinion that most art 

fails to transcend appearances and therefore never arrives at true essences.  

Aristotle held each thing concrete, tangibly identifiable, and theorized that from 

the concrete a universal can be abstracted.  He wrote The Poetics as a step-by-step 

manual on how to create art (specifically, tragedy).  Whereas in his dialogue Ion, 

Plato attributed the artist’s power to a divine touch (55), Aristotle did not leave the 

creative process to divine inspiration.  He laid out guidelines for how to construct 

a tragic play in order to achieve catharsis, which is, to put it simply, the release of 

fear and pity.  In so doing, he drafted the blueprint for the well-made tragedy that 

reigned for two millennia.  As we will see, artists many centuries later rebelled 
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against Aristotle’s priorities and his concept of catharsis for various reasons.  

Perhaps one could say, from a contemporary perspective, that his model was more 

about craft than about truth. 

 Writing in the Renaissance, Kant posited a separate domain for art, as 

fundamental as the realms of nature and freedom.  Kant held that art involves the 

play between the imagination and understanding, which speaks to the age-old 

shifting between beauty and truth.  More than Plato, Kant seemed to have a sense 

of the psychological need that art fulfills and allowed in both halves of the 

equation.  However, like Plato, he ultimately felt that the artist’s job is to create a 

beautiful form that symbolizes moral goodness.  Thus, although he attributed more 

seriousness to art than Plato did, and more mystery than Aristotle did, he also felt 

that art must serve morality.  

 Nietzsche allowed the artist greater territory than Kant.  During the period 

when he championed Wagner, he felt that art was powerful enough to replace 

philosophy.  Art, for Nietzsche, held a truth higher than philosophical truth.  Art 

was open to the irrational side of ourselves, and was more consuming.  As 

exemplified by pre-Socratic Greek tragedy, art integrates our ambitious and 

rational self (Apollo) with the irrational drunken self (Dionysus).  Nietzsche railed 

against Aristotle’s concept of catharsis, which he regarded as a momentary 

emotional release that enables the viewer to settle down to a comfortable life.  He 

accused Aristotle of being merely bourgeois.  He called for real and permanent 

transformation.  The ultimate goal of art, he felt, was not instruction or self-

control, but a realization of one’s irrational nature and the merging of opposites 

within oneself.  It was Wagner’s music, Wagner's art, that exemplified the 

merging of the Apollonian and the Dionysian, revealing to Nietzsche the power of 

the clashing forces within the human psyche.  Thus, in Nietzsche’s view of great 

art, the individual undergoes a transformation, and becomes a larger and more 
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vital self, an ubermensch.   

 The philosopher Irwin Edman saw a close relationship between art and 

philosophy.  Instead of seeing one overcome the other as did Nietzsche, or the two 

constantly battling each other as did Plato, he sees a peaceful intermingling: 
 

 
But despite the differences and the enmities between the two 
enterprises, art and philosophy both resemble and involve each 
other.  The artist. . . turns out to be. . . a commentator on life and 
existence; in his immediate and imaginative way he is a philosopher.  
The philosopher, constructing through the apparatus of definition 
and demonstration, or of discovery and synthesis, a complete vision 
of life and existence, is making a canvas of the whole experience. 
(121)   
 

Here we have a mixed duality, in which art contains some philosophy, and 

philosophy some art.  A parallel construction would be that some truth exists 

inside beauty and vice versa.  We know that mathematicians talk about a 

“beautiful theorem.”  Edman is urging us to understand the deeper meaning of 

such a phrase. 

 Edman delineates between two kinds of truth — analytic and poetic: 
 
 There is a truth about things that is not the truth of them.  The 

formula for water is not its taste or its gleam.  The astronomer’s 
identification of the moon as a dead star 230,000 miles from the 
earth is not the truth of the poet speaking of the moon as the Queen 
of the Night. . . The arts give the truth of things as they have an 
impact in the feelings and imaginations of men. They try and 
sometimes manage to give not the bare generality but the vivid 
specificity of a fact, with all its hues of sense and feeling glowing 
upon it. (140-1) 

 

The special “impact” that the truth in art can have on our feelings is akin to 

Aristotle’s concept of catharsis.  But the impact can be either momentary or 

sustained.  Perhaps the kinds of truth contained in the art affects the impact.  If the 
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truth pertains to nature or to human nature (for example the “gleam” of water, 

everlasting love, or family tragedy), then the impact is likely to be merely 

cathartic, leading to satisfaction and then to complacency.  But if the truth is about 

a social injustice — for example government repression, racism, corporate 

degradation of the environment, or child labor — then the impact may spur the 

viewer to action.     

 Drawing partly from Kant, Herbert Marcuse, in Eros and Civilization, 

outlines a kind of truth in art that has to do with fantasy.  

 
As a fundamental, independent mental process, phantasy has a truth 
value of its own. . . [P]hantasy insists that it must and can become 
real, that behind the illusion lies knowledge.  The truths of 
imagination are first realized when phantasy itself takes form, when 
it creates a universe of perception and comprehension — a 
subjective and at the same time objective universe.  This occurs in 
art. (143-4) 
 

Marcuse is recognizing the inner truth that functions as an organizing principle 

only in art.  He calls the realm of aesthetics the “science of beauty,” thus defining 

a certain relationship between truth and beauty.   

 In his later book, The Aesthetic Dimension, (which began as a chapter in 

Eros and Civilization), he addresses the question of social action.  He believes that 

art can effect social change in an indirect way.  He uses the decade of the 1960s as 

an example: 
 

Art cannot change the world, but it can contribute to changing the 
consciousness and drives of the men and women who could change 
the world.  The movement of the sixties tended toward a sweeping 
transformation of subjectivity and nature, of sensibility, imagination, 
and reason.  It opened a new vista of things, an ingression of the 
superstructure into the base. (33) 
 

This passage bespeaks a vision of art as more potent than most philosophers would 
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admit.  Further, there is a sense of optimism here, a sense that if you can change 

one person, you can change the world.  But Marcuse, later in his life, felt that this 

must be done without the aid of political ideology.  He felt, for example, that the 

new forms of collage and Brecht’s epic theatre did not make good art.  (We will 

learn more about Brecht later in this section.)  Brecht, he claimed, was too 

influenced by the Marxist appropriation of art for the uses of the workers’ struggle 

to be able to create “fine art” (8).  Marcuse argued that any social relevance of art 

is embedded in its aesthetic form.  “The perfect literary form transcends correct 

political tendency” (53).  He did not approve of art that reaches for a message 

outside of its own aesthetics.  He did not even feel that deliberately political art 

can be successfully subversive:  “There may be more subversive potential in the 

poetry of Baudelaire and Rimbaud than in the didactic plays of Brecht” (xiii).  

 But the social context of Brecht was the rise of the Nazis, so the need to tell 

the truth became pressing.  During such times, it becomes natural for artists to 

work toward activism.  As Lucy Winner has written, “Recent Western history 

suggests that activist theatre, theatre that makes an overt attempt to create social or 

political change, flourishes in times of social upheaval” (73).  Artists in other 

disciplines have also created works that address the urgent need for social change 

under repressive regimes.  One aspect of this kind of art is that the artists may step 

into an area where philosophers traditionally tread — the relationship of truth and 

beauty.  I think the urgency of bringing injustice to light requires a struggle toward 

truth, and artists instinctively move toward beauty.  This intermingling, I believe, 

can lead to a new relationship between truth and beauty.  Perhaps the striving for 

truth itself becomes beautiful in an incidental way, with less deliberate striving 

going toward beauty. 

 The charge of making art is the charge of creating something from nothing 

— or at least from nothing that is visible in the material world.  Philosophy, on the 
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other hand, creates something from something that already exists.  Philosophers 

respond to situations in the world and to previous philosophers’ arguments.  They 

don't have to face the blank canvas.  As an artist myself, I find the words and 

deeds of fellow artists to be more instructive and inspiring than those of 

philosophers.  It is basically a mystery how any one of us creates a work of art.  It 

cannot be explained rationally any more than falling in love can be explained.  But 

artists can, first-hand, divulge some clues surrounding their work. 

 There is no doubt that philosophers have brought much-needed attention to 

the arts over time.  They have shown the many ways that art has an effect on 

individuals and, to some extent, on society.  With contemporary philosophers like 

Edman and Marcuse, the domains of philosophy and art begin to overlap.  Artists 

are seeking not only beauty, but also truth.  I feel that the artists I discuss below 

have, in some ways, taken on the role of philosophers in regard to aesthetics.  

They have explored the relationship of truth to beauty, of art to life, and the 

responsibility of artists in our society.  Today, it is the artists themselves, more 

often than the philosophers, who illuminate the source, purpose and process of the 

artistic quest.  

 
Examples 

 In the next section, I discuss six examples in which art and social ferment 

are inseparable.  In these examples we see that, in times of social upheaval, the 

paths forged by artists both build on and defy the categories mapped out for art by 

philosophers.  The examples I cite are Bertolt Brecht during the rise of Hitler, the 

Russian avant-garde in the early 1920s, Peter Brook and Judith Malina, Augusto 

Boal’s work in South America, Ngugi Wa Thiong’o in post-colonial Kenya, and 

the Harlem Renaissance of the 1920s.   

  I see three key components shared by all these artists and artistic 
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movements: participation, resistance, and bearing witness.  There is overlap 

between these elements, and each artist or art movement I discuss possesses these 

elements in varying proportions. 

 By participation, I mean how individuals engage in the art process, as well 

as how the art process participates in society.  Some of the artists I discuss are 

adamant in involving populations usually denied a voice.  Participation means 

democracy, and preventing participation means repression.  Artists are keenly 

aware of the power of art to give voice.  Many current artists are interested in a 

creative process that incorporates a range of voices.  The ways in which the 

process or the product of an artwork engages social issues is also of concern.  

Participation as democracy is a major statement within their work. 

 By resistance, I mean resistance to power, to the status quo, to all that 

prevents us from participating.  Resistance in art requires awareness of the 

repressive forces and a resolve to combat them.  But there can also be resistance to 

the art, and that resistance may carry power behind it.  Activist artists are 

accustomed to struggle.  Art is, in these instances, no longer something done in an 

ivory tower, where the search for truth is the search for the true originality of a 

single person.  Activist artists engage with other people, other voices, other 

institutions.  Working together, they can resist injustice through art.    

 Bearing witness is a Quaker concept.  As described by Steven Durland in 

his essay “Witness: The Guerrilla Theater of Greenpeace,”  “A person who bears 

witness to an injustice takes responsibility for that awareness.  That person may 

then choose to do something or stand by, but he may not turn away in ignorance 

(68).”  This heightened sense of responsibility is what motivates many activist 

artists.  American art has a long history of bearing witness from Harriet Beecher 

Stowe to Woody Guthrie to Eli Weisel to Toni Morrison.  The artists I profile are, 

I believe, in kinship with this ancestry.  Although it is true of many artists that 
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keen observation is one of their tools, the sense of bearing witness that is relevant 

here, like resistance, has to do with an injustice. 

 As I discuss the work of these artists and movements, these three essential 

components can be seen.  But we can also glean the continual tug between truth 

and beauty, and between philosophy and art. 

 
Bertolt Brecht  

 In the 1920s and 30s, poet, playwright, director and producer Bertolt Brecht 

brought together a disparate array of styles, including Dadaism, cabaret, futurism, 

sport, to create a collage of textures.  He used one mode to interrupt another, to 

break up the flow, and to break up people’s assumptions.  He aimed to shift the 

viewer’s response from the emotional to the intellectual.  In his Lehrstücke, or 

Learning Plays, he put forth art as instruction, to alternate with art as 

entertainment.  The Learning Plays address the two-ness of learning and pleasure, 

education and entertainment.  This relates to Kant’s play between imagination and 

understanding, as well as to Plato’s “ancient quarrel between philosophy and 

poetry.”  Brecht rejected the idea of art merely for the sake of pleasure or beauty.  

Like Plato, he felt that art should teach morals — with the small difference that he 

preferred to teach not by inculcation, but by presenting information.  The big 

difference, of course, was that Plato was on the side of the state, whereas Brecht 

resisted the state.  

 An incident during the rise of Hitler propelled Brecht toward activism.  On 

a friend’s terrace, he observed the crackdown of the German authorities on 

protesters in the street below.  The police shot a number of people, who were then 

carted away.  Horrified, Brecht resolved to resist the Nazis.  John Willett, who 

wrote several books on Brecht’s work, contends that “It was the fight against the 

Nazis that really integrated Brecht and his work with the political, artistic and 
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emotional history of the German left” (184).  Since the moment of this politicizing 

event, he felt that the responsibility of the theater was to thrust the viewer into 

keener observation — essentially, to bear witness.  He developed the “epic 

theatre,” a form which was a series of discrete episodes that heighten observation 

as opposed to empathy, and a corresponding acting approach called “the alienation 

effect.” 
  

 The educative elements. . . . broke up the flow of the play and its 
incidents, they prevented empathy, they acted as a cold douche for 
those whose sympathies were becoming involved...The play has a 
double nature.  Instruction and entertainment conflict openly. 
(Brecht 132)  

 

 Brecht originated the concept of epic theater in direct reaction to Aristotle’s 

Poetics, calling it the first non-Aristotelian theater (Aristotle 2).  In his essay 

“What is Epic Theatre?” Walter Benjamin claims that Brecht replaced catharsis 

and empathy with “objective” representation of conditions and instruction (150).  

In the light of the rise of the Third Reich, catharsis became suspect.  Hitler, Brecht 

had observed, tried to elicit empathy in his highly theatrical orations.  He 

manipulated people’s emotions to attain his evil ends.  Brecht felt it was time to 

take a critical stance toward emotion just as we do toward ideas (Ewen 214-18).   

 Brecht wanted to wake audiences up.  The director Peter Brook writes in 

his memoir, The Shifting Point, that “Brecht claimed that audiences were in a state 

of trance, of sloppy, dreamlike surrender to illusion” (27).  He describes the 

Brechtian method of waking up the audience as employed in the Living Theatre’s 

production of Jack Gelber's play The Connection.  Like Willett, Brook observed a 

series of disconnected episodes, each interrupting another, rather than a cohesive 

whole.  As a viewer, Brook was forced to absorb each theatrical fact separately, 

and to make sense of it independently — “as we do in life” (29).  
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 Walter Benjamin also comments on the energized role for the audience in 

Brecht's Lehrstücke (translated by Harry Zohn as the “Didactic Plays”).  He 

observes a more intimate relationship between performer and audience.  Because 

the spectator is called upon to question and to analyze, Benjamin concludes that 

“Every spectator is enabled to become a participant” (152).   

 Brecht did not tell the audience what to think about injustice.  Rather, he 

presented unjust conditions in an “objective way,” leaving room for the audience 

to draw its own conclusions.  The goal was to spur audiences to action, not to 

indulge them in pleasure and/or emotions.  According to biographer Frederic 

Ewen, Brecht believed strongly that ‘doing’ is better than ‘feeling’ (238).  Ideally, 

education and participation would lead to action — social action.   

 In his resistance to the growing barbarism of Hitler, Brecht used Marxist 

theory in developing a radical theatre.  It was only in this context that he felt the 

possibility of a true awakening.  Extrapolating from Marx’s view of the 

philosopher as activist, Brecht gave us the artist as activist.  His theatre was a 

forum for philosophers, “at least such philosophers who sought not only to 

interpret the world, but also to change it” (Ewen 210-11).  Brecht’s world at that 

time saw a drastic curtailment of human rights, and he sought a drastic way to 

respond. 

 
Peter Brook and Judith Malina 

 If for Brecht the politicizing event was the rise of Hitler, for British director 

Peter Brook it was the American war in Vietnam.  Like many Americans, Asians 

and Europeans, Brook looked for a way to resist American aggression in Vietnam.  

While directing a play about Vietnam, Brook asked himself and his group, “How 

can current events enter into theater?”  Their answer was: “Not as a classroom, not 

as a TV documentary, not as propaganda, but as a Theatre of Confrontation” (62).  
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He feels that confrontation forces us to look at the truth.  He aims to resist the 

denial that most people live with on a daily basis.  What most people have in 

common, he believes, is “the struggle to avoid facing the truth” (63).  He 

deliberately makes the spectator uncomfortable.  As a strategy to wake people up 

to the horrors of reality, for example, the Vietnam War, he focuses on the 

contradictions between comfort and war. 
 
If everyone could hold in his mind through one single day both the 
horror of Vietnam and the normal life he is leading, the tension 
between the two would be intolerable.  Is it possible then, we ask 
ourselves, to present for a moment to the spectator this contradiction, 
his own and his society’s contradiction? (62) 
 

 Brook’s Theatre of Confrontation has descendants in the current play “Not 

in My Name,” produced by Judith Malina and the Living Theatre.  A plea to 

abolish the death penalty, this play bears witness to a state-sponsored execution.  It 

is usually performed in the streets at the exact time of the real-world execution of 

a death-row inmate.  The name, age, and other personal information about the 

doomed are announced to the audience.  At one point in the performance, each 

player confronts one viewer with the question, “Can you promise that you will 

never kill me?”  This confrontation stirs up issues of trust and paranoia in audience 

members.  The object here, according to Malina, is to “break the cycle of 

violence” that marks our society (Malina 1996).  Having watched one of these 

performances at a peace demonstration near the United Nations a few years ago, I 

can attest to the discomfort and provocation this confrontation caused me and 

others around me.  This tactic presents a chilling reminder of the inescapable role 

of violence in our lives.  Here again, in a different way, every spectator 

participates — even if unwillingly.   

 Brook, who was influenced by Brecht and Malina, aims at a dramatic 
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transformation.  In this passage, he likens the performance experience to a drug 

trip: 
 

I have often compared theatre to drugs: two parallel but opposed 
experiences.  Someone who takes drugs succeeds in transforming his 
perceptions.  But good theatre can also create this possibility.  
Everything is there: disturbance, shock, affirmation, surprise, 
wonder. . . . with none of the tragic consequences of drugs.  In the 
theatre, these moments that break open the normal limits of 
awareness are life-giving and their special value comes from the fact 
that they are shared.  The experience of a drug taker may seem to be 
wider because he is alone, but the experience in the theatre is truly 
wider because the individual is momentarily lifted into a communion 
with others. (232) 
 

Here Brook echoes Nietzsche’s call for the Dionysian side of art, which allows us 

to lose our everyday selves in communal bliss or terror.  It maps out a greater 

sense of possibility than Plato’s moral art.  But where does the “communion with 

others” take us?  Is the ultimate result a more evolved person, or the promise of 

social change?  Transformation of the self, or of society?   In this quote Brook 

seems to be playing into the 1960s stereotypes of rebellion and hedonism.  After 

one participates in communal bliss, what next?  Does that actually help address the 

injustices of the world? 

 In the next section, we see another kind of participatory process, one where 

the artists participate directly in government.  But this did not last much longer 

than the communal bliss of the 60s. 

 
Artists of the Russian Revolution  

After the Russian Revolution of 1917, young artists wholeheartedly joined the 

“Great Experiment” to forge a new society.  The new Soviet government 

embraced the avant-garde as the cultural wing of Marxist philosophy, giving this 

experimental movement the means to establish art schools, museums and theatres.  
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According to Eugene Lampert, in his essay “Modernism in Russia 1893-1917,” 

the artists relished their mission:  
 
 [They] were imbued with a tremendous revolutionary energy, which 

impelled them to assume an almost impossibly daring social 
responsibility, bending art towards extreme practical application, 
sweeping aside all barriers between art and life and mingling all 
areas of art activity (Lampert 145). 

 

The artists’ energy was well appreciated, as Lenin believed that art was a tool for 

revolution.  American art critic Roberta Smith calls this period “a rare 

phenomenon: an institutionally supported avant-garde” (E37).  It included 

photographer Aleksandr Rodchenko, sculptor Vladimir Tatlin, filmmakers Dziga 

Vertov and Sergei Eisenstein, poets Vladimir Mayakovsky and Varvara 

Stepanova, and painters Kazimir Malevich, Vasilii Kandinsky, and Natalya 

Gontcharova.  Known as Constructivists, these artists participated in the state’s 

utilitarian objectives, helping to make the early Soviet leadership a people’s 

government.   

 It is hard to imagine the U.S. government inviting the efforts of (non-

commercial) artists to bring their message to the people.  Our society is wary of 

artists, whereas in Russia, artists are respected.  Contemporary Russian filmmaker 

Alexsandr Sokurov, in a recent interview with reporter Nancy Ramsey, said, “In 

the west, people don't let themselves be moved by art.  Russian people allow it all 

the way into the depth of their soul” (Ramsey 34).  John Berger in Art and 

Revolution notes that Russians have always thought of art as prophetic (55).  

Likewise, E. L. Doctorow, in a soul-searching essay called “The Beliefs of 

Artists,” places Tolstoy in the prophetic tradition of Russian art to question itself, 

and in so doing, to question the status quo (610).   

 The alliance of the Constructivists with the new Soviet government 
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influenced the Mexican government, which created a similar alliance when it 

launched a major mural program, catapulting Diego Rivera to fame.  But the 

heyday of the constructivists was short-lived.  By the late 1920s the Soviet 

administration began to denounce the avant-garde, claiming it failed to reach the 

masses.  It opted instead for a less aesthetically driven art, something simple 

enough to send the Soviet message to the proletariat, and thus the more prescribed 

approach of Social Realism came into favor (Barron 12).  But for a short time, the 

possibilities of the partnership of art and revolution were heady, and we have 

today a myriad of influential paintings, prints, photographs, plays and films to 

treasure from that period. 

  
Augusto Boal  

Augusto Boal, who developed his Theatre of the Oppressed in Brazil in the 1950s 

and 60s, aimed to give voice to the voiceless.  He devised a series of interactive 

approaches culminating in theatre that actually engaged in the political process.  

Here too, the time and place made it necessary.  Censorship, repression, and 

violence were common in Brazil at that time.  After the brutal military coup of 

1968, many artists, including Boal, were jailed.  He settled in Paris in 1979 after 

stints in Argentina and Portugal.    

 In his most recent book, Legislative Theatre: Using Performance to Make 

Politics, Boal quotes Hamlet’s speech about theatre as a mirror of nature and of 

reality.  Boal writes, “I wanted to penetrate this mirror, to transform the image I 

saw in it and to bring that transformed image back to reality: to realize the image 

of my desire” (10).  Truth and beauty seem to merge in the mirror.  Like Brook 

and like Nietzsche, Boal aimed for transformation of the spectator during the 

process of creating art. 

 Boal extends his wish for liberation through participation outward in 
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concentric circles of fellow performers, audience, community.  In his invented 

forms — forum theatre, image theatre, cop-in-the-head theatre, invisible theatre, 

and legislative theatre — the spectator transforms into a performer, an activist, a 

“spect-actor.”  The dual role of the spect-actor embodies the ideas of the late Paulo 

Freire, the Brazilian thinker who introduced revolutionary concepts of education.  

Freire, in his now classic Pedagogy of the Oppressed, resists the conventional 

method of education, which he views as merely depositing information into 

students’ minds.  He calls for education to open pathways between teacher and 

students “so that both are simultaneously teachers and students” (53).  Further, his 

position is one of hope, a hope that is essential to anyone working for social 

change.  Richard Shaull, in his foreword to Freire’s book, expresses the hope of 

impacting one’s social environment: 
 

Freire. . . operates on one basic assumption: that man’s ontological 
vocation (as he calls it) is to be a Subject who acts upon and 
transforms his world, and in so doing moves toward ever new 
possibilities of fuller and richer life individually and collectively.  
This world to which he relates is not a static and closed order, a 
given reality which man must accept and to which he must adjust; 
rather it is a problem to be worked on and solved.  (14) 
 

There is always, according to Freire, the possibility of making a difference, the 

possibility that a person transformed can transform his/her community.   

 Boal built his work on this strong sense of possibility.  He changed his 

method depending on the needs of the community, but his goal remained to create 

social change by activating both performers and “spect-actors.”  Through his 

invented forms of theatre, he invited people into a dialogue about the 

circumstances that oppress them.  He feels, like Nietzsche and Brecht before him, 

that Aristotle's theatre of catharsis ultimately aimed “to immobilize society by 

perpetuating the existing system” (Boal 1985 55).  He goes on to say,   



      Perron       20 

  
 Aristotle’s Poetics is, above all, a perfect device for the exemplary 

social functioning of the theatre.  It is an efficient tool for the 
correction of men capable of modifying society. . . All [Aristotle's] 
theories combine to form an harmonic whole which demonstrates the 
correct manner of purging the audience of all ideas or tendencies 
capable of modifying society. (56) 

 

Boal feels that Aristotle diverts all urges to change society.  Modifying society 

was/is Boal’s goal.  After returning to Brazil, he found an opportunity to do this in 

concrete ways.  He was elected to a city council position as a representative of the 

Workers’ Party.  In this capacity, from 1993 to 1996, his “legislative theatre” 

actually changed policy.  Like Brecht, he resists Aristotle’s concept of catharsis: 
  

 In the Legislative Theatre the aim is to bring the theatre back to the 
heart of the city, to produce not catharsis, but dynamisation.  Its 
objective is not to pacify its audiences... to return them to a state of 
equilibrium and acceptance of society...but...to develop the desire 
for change....to transform....desire into law. (Boal 1998, 20) 

 

Boal not only shares Brecht’s contempt for Aristotle’s depiction of catharsis, but 

takes the Learning Plays one leap forward.  Legislative Theatre allows community 

members to participate in the law-making arena that is usually reserved only for 

the already powerful.  The issues addressed included child prostitution, housing, 

racism, homophobia and geriatric care, among others.  He also provides the 

opportunity for citizens to transform into artists by engaging in the theatrical 

experience (Boal 1998 67-8).  Although Boal was not reelected, he had engaged in 

a great experiment, which was to create not just “political theatre” but “theatre as 

politics.”  In this process, those who participate in theatre are also participating in 

the legislative procedure, thereby helping to build a true democracy. 
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Ngugi Wa Thiong’o 

Ngugi Wa Thiong’o, a playwright from Kenya now teaching at New York 

University, also uses the metaphor about artists holding a mirror up to society in 

his book Penpoints, Gunpoints, and Dreams.  If the mirror reflects too much 

reality, the artist is considered a threat to the post-colonial state.  

 Ngugi reminds us that the practice of exiling artists began with Plato 

(Ngugi 62).  The rulers fear the power of the pen to influence people, to open their 

eyes, just as Plato feared Homer’s spoken word.  In Ngugi’s world, artists stand 

for freedom, and the state stands for power.  “Absolute art is for the celebration of 

absolute motion, which is life: the absolute state is for the absolute cessation of 

motion, which is death” (14).  Art, he feels, explores questions without necessarily 

looking for answers (15).  Ngugi writes about the trajectory of Plato's thinking — 

how, as a young man, Plato observed the hypocrisies of the state, but eventually 

came to a position within the power structure himself.   

 Ngugi contends that art and the state are irreconcilable:  
 

Art is more powerful when working as an ally of the powerless than 
it is when allied to repression.  For its essential nature is freedom, 
while that of the state is the restriction and regulation of freedom. 
(33)   

  

In a post-colonial country that is fighting for its freedom, freedom is, 

understandably, considered the “essential nature” of art.  But Ngugi feels that all 

art begins out of the “struggle to break free of confinement” (68).  Whenever art 

becomes part of the confining agency, it loses its vitality.  He points out that 

Vaclav Havel hasn’t written a really good play since he took on the presidency of 

the Czech Republic.  (Havel has, however, written many powerful speeches and 

essays.)  Ngugi talks too about the period mentioned earlier in which Russian 

artists aligned themselves with the Revolution, and contends that it was only a 
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matter of time before they parted ways (29-30).  He would agree with Marcuse, 

who says,  “Art can preserve its truth, it can make conscious the necessity of 

change, only when it obeys its own law as against that of reality” (Aesthetic 32).  

Because art opposes power, Ngugu does not envision artist-kings the way Plato 

envisioned philosopher-kings.  Art, born of resistance and struggle, leads to 

political action, but it doesn't lead to taking power. 
 

Whatever affects the lives of human beings, ecological, economic, political, 
social, cultural, or psychological, is within my province as a writer.  I am 
not in art because of politics; I am in politics because of my artistic calling. 
(5) 
 

Ngugi’s art and activism respond to the politics of his country.  The colonial 

government clampdown of the Mau Mau guerrillas of the 1950s and the execution 

of its leader, Didan Kimanthi, drove Ngugi to recall the heroism of that struggle.  

After writing and producing the play, The Trial of Dedan Kimathi, which bore 

witness to that period of turmoil, Ngugi himself was jailed for a year and later 

exiled.  His belief in art as freedom, and anti-art as repression, is born of his own 

experiences.  For Ngugi, participation plus resistance equals freedom, and that 

freedom is obtained at a high cost. 

 
The Harlem Renaissance  

The Great Migration of blacks coming to northern cities from the Reconstruction 

south fueled the explosion of artistic activity in Harlem in the 1920s.  Serving as 

witnesses to the post slavery era, writers, visual artists and musicians took their 

own experiences and those of family members as a starting point and built a new 

kind of art that depended far less on white European-centered culture as the norm.  

The mix of peer stimulation and the new promise of freedom was heady.  Some of 

them, for example the painter Aaron Douglas, looked to Africa for inspiration, 
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while others, like Langston Hughes, keyed into the restless urban energy of New 

York City.  But all of them, in demanding a long-denied dignity for the black 

population, worked toward changing social structures and attitudes.  The artists 

and performers in the clubs of Harlem knew they had the attention of white 

patrons, and that this was their chance to demonstrate their worth.  The mission of 

the Harlem Renaissance, both artistically and socio-politically, was to resist racism 

and to win equal treatment for black people.1 

 The debate that raged within Harlem about how best to advance the cause 

could almost have taken place between Plato and Nietzsche.  W. E. B. Du Bois, 

Charles Johnson and Jessie Fauset were the “architects,” the ones who had chosen 

art as the arena in which to exhibit black talent, the platform onto which blacks 

would pull themselves up from the abyss of slavery and the Jim Crow South.  

Taking the side of Plato, they argued for art to inspire good citizenship in youth.  

In order for blacks to survive and flourish in a white society, they felt that the 

balance had to tip toward the Apollonian — holding the dream high, looking 

toward rationalism.  Taking the part of Nietzsche were young writers like Claude 

McKay, Zora Neale Hurston, and Langston Hughes.  They practiced a Dionysian 

art, giving full reign to the complexity of human life including wayward desires, 

dissolute behavior, and superstitious customs.  They did not deny the part of 

human nature that loses itself in dance, sex, or drink.  Du Bois felt some of their 

work disgraced the race and protested acceptance of such book as McKay’s Home 

to Harlem (Cooper xviii).   

 Many centuries earlier, Plato had found Aeschylus seductive and amoral, 

and forbade his disciples from indulging.  Just as Plato preferred the moral 

parables of Aesop, Du Bois preferred the neatly drawn tales of Fauset that 
 

1 For a discussion of the roots of the Harlem Renaissance, see Locke, Huggins, Lewis and 
Arthur Davis. 
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expressed caution, sexual restraint and good citizenship (Arthur Davis 41).  Again, 

the big difference is that Du Bois and his colleagues were fighting for the survival 

of his people under oppression, whereas Plato was defending the interests of the 

state. 

 The exhilarating new possibilities of the Renaissance lasted only about one 

decade.  It ended with the stock market crash of 1929.  But the Harlem 

Renaissance has been discussed by scholars for several decades.  It produced the 

seeds for literature (for example James Baldwin), dance (for example Katherine 

Dunham) and music (for example many jazz musicians) that, while not exactly 

“political,” sharpened global awareness of the contemporary creativity and 

accomplishments among an oppressed people. 

 
Synthesis of examples 

These six examples portray artists engaged in struggles of life or liberation.  As I 

(and others) have noted, in times of social upheaval the passion of art and the 

passion of justice often overlap.  The moral force of a dissident can serve as 

inspiration for the creative process.  Conversely, the visibility that artists bring to 

an issue can enhance social change, as with Boal’s Legislative Theater.  But even 

artists who are not part of a major political struggle have the option of aligning 

themselves with those who are oppressed.   

 The examples above, with the exception of the Harlem Renaissance, are 

artists from countries other than our own.  E. L. Doctorow, in his lecture-turned-

essay “The Beliefs of Artists,” points out the American artist’s tendency to remain 

aloof from social turmoil.  Certainly, he notes, there is no tradition here, as in 

other countries, of artists being called upon to address public or political 

situations.  He compares Tolstoy, as typifying Russian heroic artists, with 

Hemingway, an American heroic artist.  Both became desperate at the end of their 
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lives.  Tolstoy's solution was to shed his aristocratic privileges and devote his life 

to the poor; Hemingway's was to kill himself.  Hemingway, in his existential 

despair, could only imagine violence.  Tolstoy, tortured as he was, could imagine 

justice. 

 Doctorow talks about Europe as a place where “the passion of art has often 

been a social passion.”  He cites writers in France, Czechoslovakia, and Germany, 

who blur the line between the political and the literary.  American writers, he 

notes, are “less fervent about the social value of art” (610).  One of the reasons, he 

feels, is that: 
 

We worry that if a work is formed by ideas exterior to it, if there is 
some sort of programmed intention, a set of truths to be illustrated, 
the work will be compromised and we’ll produce not art but 
polemic.  We want our novels pure. (611) 
 

Perhaps the preoccupation of American artists with “purity” can be traced to the 

McCarthy hearings of the 1950s.  In the 1930s, there had been a surge of political 

interest on the part of artists.  Painters like Raphael Soyer and Ben Shahn looked 

to social issues like unemployment, immigration, homelessness, and lynching as 

sources for subject matter (Baigell 218-273).  Dancers like Anna Sokolow, Edith 

Segal and Jane Dudley choreographed dances on themes of class struggle and the 

Spanish Civil War (Graff 33, 123).  Following the stock market crash of 1929, the 

Works Progress Administration employed artists, who, like everyone else, were 

having a hard time finding work during the Depression.  In this case, the 

government was responsive to the needs of artists.  Perhaps encouraged by this 

response to their economic crisis, a group of leftist visual artists spoke out about a 

political crisis: the spread of fascism.  In a mission statement of the 1936 

American Artists’ Congress, they wrote: 
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A picture of what fascism has done to living standards, to civil 
liberties, to workers’ organizations, to science and art, the threat 
against the peace and security of the world, as shown in Italy and 
Germany, should arouse every sincere artist to action. 
   We artists must act.  Individually we are powerless.  Through 
collective action we can defend our interests.  We must ally 
ourselves with all groups engaged in the common struggle against 
war and fascism. (Baigell 48)   
 

This demonstrates that artists at that time understood the urgency of working 

together to combat injustice.  During the late 40s and early 50s, however, with the 

swelling of anti-communist feeling, artists became fearful to speak out.  The 

House Un-American Activities Committee was interrogating artists about their 

past affiliations with the Communist Party and pressing them to “name names,” 

thus destroying many careers.  It was dangerous to align oneself with any 

progressive group.  But in the 1960s and 70s, after the “red scare” subsided, some 

artists, like many other Americans, openly opposed the American war in Vietnam.  

(Grace Paley talks about the thaw of the 60s in her interview.)  Street theater, 

guerilla theater, and communal groups like Judith Malina and Julian Beck’s The 

Living Theatre, thrived.  In 1965, the group Artists & Writers gathered over five 

hundred signatures to protest the American war in Vietnam.  Among them were 

painters Leon Golub, Ad Reinhardt, Mark Rothko, Elaine de Kooning and Richard 

Diebenkorn, and writers Philip Roth, Norman Mailer, and James Baldwin 

(Marzorati 226).   

 Marcuse’s philosophy was very much part of the intellectual environment 

that encouraged artists to protest in the 60s.  His call for a close relationship 

between art and life in Eros and Civilization became an urge to commingle art and 

politics.  According to Charles Hersch in Democratic Artworks: Politics and the 

Arts from Trilling to Dylan, “Marcuse argued that not only can art provide ideals 

for society; it can act as an important agent of liberation” (78).   
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 In the early 80s, Performing Artists for Nuclear Disarmament staged 

marches and rallies, often with the help of Bread and Puppet Theatre.  Around this 

time, west coast artists like Suzanne Lacy and Jerri Allyn created performance 

works to address violence in the media and other issues.  They developed a 

movement called “feminist media art” or “new genres art” that envisioned a more 

democratic art through participatory events in public places (Lacy 38).   

 In the 90s, no single issue captured the attention of activist artists.  But a 

range of issues concerned them, including AIDS, gender issues, the environment, 

racism and cultural identity.  Adventurous artists took on new territory within their 

art, adding a psychological, economic, moral, or social dimension to the aesthetic.  

They were asking questions within their art and in their lives.  How can more 

people participate in the process of making art?  How can an artist express the 

urgency of a cause when the dominant sector of society is well-fed?  What are the 

strategies artists use to cross the line between art and activism?  Does fervor for 

social change dilute art or enhance it?  How can art resist injustice and not be 

reduced to “message art?”  These questions are very much alive today. 

 In the last few years, the term “cultural workers” has sprung into use to 

denote artists who are engaged in these questions.  In his book Impure Acts: The 

Practical Politics of Cultural Studies, Henry A. Giroux talks about “defending 

culture as an important site of political struggle” (88).  Here he means “culture” to 

encompass education, public discourse, the creation of art and the production of 

media — in other words, everything that gives social practices their meaning (8-

9).  By including artists under the rubric of cultural workers, Giroux and other 

theorists expand the tasks and responsibilities of artists.  He casts cultural workers 

in roles of “oppositional public intellectuals who refuse to define themselves. . . . 

through the language of the market” (126).  He goes on the say: 
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At stake here is not merely the call to link art and other forms of 
cultural work to practices that are transgressive and oppositional, but 
to articulate a wider project that connects artists, educators and other 
cultural workers to an insurgent cultural politics that challenges the 
growing incursions of corporate power while simultaneously 
developing a vibrant democratic public culture and society. (126-7) 

 

Perhaps not all of the artists interviewed for this paper would claim to engage in 

“insurgent cultural politics.”  But all would certainly feel they are articulating a 

wider project and are contributing to “a vibrant democratic public culture and 

society.”  

 In the profiles and interviews of “cultural workers” that follow, I pay 

particular attention to their engagement in the three essential elements I have 

identified: participation, resistance, and bearing witness.  These are the strategies 

that help artists in their quests to imagine justice. 
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Part II: Profiles and interviews  
• Grace Paley 

 
• Robbie McCauley 

 
• Liz Lerman 

 
• Brad McCallum 

 
• Katherine Dunham 

Grace Paley: Crying Out Like Cassandra 

“It is the responsibility of the poet to . . . keep an eye on this world and cry out like 

Cassandra, but be listened to this time.” (Paley 1998: 73) 

 

 Grace Paley, one of America’s great short story writers, has two passions.  

One is literature; the other is social justice.  All her adult life she has been both a 

writer and an activist.  From the 1950s to the 1990s she published several books of 

short stories and collections of poetry.  During the same period, she was involved 

in any number of neighborhood protests, national anti-war actions, and 

international peace-making delegations. 

 However, Paley does not try to merge these two loves in her literary work.  

Her political causes have been, for the most part, tangential to her writing.  But in 

a single story one might read references to picket lines, lettuce boycott, Artaud, 

atomic bombs, and genital mutilation.  She slips in these topics not as the main 

fare, but as asides, because they are the stuff of her reality.  Her artistic cousin 

may be Barbara Kingsolver, who weaves her passionate and knowledgeable 

awareness of environmental and social justice issues into her novels, rather than 

Rachel Carson, whose single purpose in The Silent Spring was to tell the world 

about an environmental injustice.    
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 Instead of bringing her politics squarely into her literature, Paley goes out 

and protests in real life.  She travels to war-torn countries to help make peace.  She 

protests treatment of black children in the south; she fights the police for 

neighborhood rights; she enters the eye of the storm.  She does not do this as 

fodder for writing as, say, Norman Mailer taking up boxing, but for her own inner 

necessity.    

 Paley takes as her characters working-class women, their fleeting (fleeing) 

ex-husbands, and their children.  Her environments are kitchens, front stoops and 

playgrounds.  She refuses to aim for “great literature” — exotic journeys, romantic 

conquests, war.  But her characters are heroic in another way.  They love life; they 

take its surprises without flinching; they bask in the pleasures of living with 

children; and they struggle with their social consciousness.  And though the bulk 

of Paley’s writing would not be considered “political” by most readers, her life 

and work together exemplify the merging of art and politics that I find inspiring. 

 The occasion of the interview is the publication of Just As I Thought, a 

collection of stories, reports and essays in which Paley blurs the distinction 

between fiction and non-fiction, between truth and creativity.  The book, published 

in 1998, is her most explicit plea for social change within a literary context.  More 

than in her previous publications, she integrates her two passions here.  It is this 

merging that I try to focus on in the interview.    

 Here I discuss the ways in which the three components that I spoke of in 

Part I — participation, resistance, and witnessing — thread through Just As I 

Thought as well as previous writings and life experiences. 

 The people who participate as characters or narrators are often 

marginalized.  Women on the edges of society, single women and children are her 

subjects.  In a 1981 interview with Ruth Perry, Paley said, “The lives of these 

women, really apart from their men, just happened to interest me... I think until 
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[the women's movement] that women’s daily lives, domestic lives were not 

considered interesting and their friendships were just considered...you know, 

gabby girlfriends” (qtd. in Bach 100).  In the story “Six Days: Some 

Remembering,” about her brief incarceration following her arrest during a protest, 

she brings us women prisoners from the old Women's House of Detention.  Her 

inmates are not unsavory characters, but rather women with sorrows, caustic 

humor, and wisdom to share.  Because in her life she engages with marginalized 

people, they participate in her story.  Listening to other people’s voices has always 

been important to Paley.  In an interview with Jacqueline Taylor, she says, “I can’t 

find my own way of speaking until I have other voices.  It’s almost other voices 

that give me the strength or the permission or whatever to go through with it” (qtd. 

in Taylor in Bach & Hall, 1986, 163).  This is consistent with her desire to do 

social change socially, that is, to join with others and not be a solitary hero.   

 I had the good fortune to watch Paley in 1980 at the Women’s Pentagon 

Action, in which 2000 women circled the Pentagon to protest Reagan’s military 

budget increases.  She worked with other women to hammer out a mission 

statement, which she prints in Just As I Thought as the “Women's Pentagon Action 

Unity Statement” (42).  The group had asked her to lead the march by planting an 

“Unknown Soldier” marker in the ground.  This she did with a modest lack of 

fanfare, sharing the attention with her sisters in struggle. 

 Resistance characterizes Paley’s writing as well as her life.  Not only does 

she refuse to write in a “writerly” voice, or to situate her stories in “literary” 

environments, but she also refuses to conclude a contradictory situation with a 

comfortable resolution.  In her short stories, she resists giving closure, challenging 

her readers to finish the story themselves.   In “An Interest in Life,” after 

Virginia’s husband leaves her abruptly and inexplicably, she begins an affair with 

a married man.  But she misses her husband so much that she dreams of his 
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homecoming.  Whether he ever returns, or whether she becomes happy with the 

new man, is never revealed.  A rawness of yearning hangs over the ambiguous end 

of the story (1987:  82-101).    

 In her story “Traveling” (1998: 31-35), the narrator resists the apartheid of 

the American south by taking a black child into her arms.  And when the 

inevitable racist remark — a particularly vicious one — lashes out at her, she 

holds the baby tighter.   Whether this is a story about her own past, or her mother’s 

past, or a work of fiction, the act of resistance is the main fact.  In a real-life run-in 

with a police officer during a protest to defend the presence of folk singers in 

Washington Square Park, she refused to let a cop intimidate her child.  In danger 

herself, she yelled out, “Don’t you ever touch my kid!” (Arcana: 97-8).   

 In “Thieu Thi Tao,” Paley upholds the Quaker value of witnessing by 

telling about Thieu Thi Tao, a young woman who was held prisoner in a tiger cage 

for three years in Vietnam, (pp. 82-86).   

 Language itself can be a witness.  Paley’s language, as used by the narrator 

as well as the narrated, is unfancy, abrupt, intimate.  The speakers are children of 

immigrants who are consumed with the survival of their own children.  They talk, 

nag, complain, hope, scream, dream and fall silent.  In their combination of words 

and silence there is a certain unashamed simplicity.   Too, the imperfect language 

is witness to the immigrant experience.  A short poem, “The Nature of the City,” is 

thus: 
 

Children walking with their grandmothers 
talk foreign languages 
that is the nature of this city 
and also this country 
 
Talk is cheap but comes in variety 
and witnessing dialect 
there is a rule for all 
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and in each sentence a perfect grammar (1985: 23) 

 

This poem shows how valuable dialects are to Paley as evidence of having lived 

another life, of fitting in fitfully to this new world.  Sometimes in her stories, 

neither the sentence structure nor the syntax is “good” English.  In “Good Bye and 

Good Luck,” Aunt Rose, who lives in a hotel, says, 
  
 Who needs an apartment to live like a maid with a dustrag in the 

hand, sneezing?  I’m very good with the bus boys, it’s more 
interesting than home, all kinds of people, everybody with a reason... 
(1987: 9) 

 

Paley feels no need to shape the Yiddish-inflected English of her childhood into 

proper English.  The language itself is witness to how much has been lost coming 

from the old world.  

 Taken in another direction, witnessing involves speaking out.  When I 

asked Paley, in a previous interview (in April 1997), if there was any common 

ground between her writing and her activism, she answered without hesitation: 

“It’s that Quaker thing: Speak truth to power.”  This requires the witness to bear 

the responsibility of telling the truth.  Certainly, Paley would side with Brecht and 

Ngugi rather than Plato in the belief that it is the artist’s responsibility to tell the 

truth.   

 In her fiction, of course, we don’t get the exact truth.  She delights in 

confusing the reader.  But when faced with a willingness to tell the truth in the 

face of power, she knows how dangerous that may be.  As with Ngugi, the artist 

fights for freedom against the authorities.  Paley, in life, has the courage to speak 

her individual truth or her collective truth in the face of power and danger.  But 

sometimes her characters seem trapped, released only by a moment of bliss here or 

there.  I think she actually experiences a stronger sense of possibility in her life 
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than in her stories.   

 Because of Paley’s double passion for language and social justice, I find 

her writing to be filled with the complex magnificence of life itself.  Most artists 

feel that art is either political or beautiful, but not both.  In Paley’s writing I see a 

confirmation that that artistic beauty and social activism can inform each other. 

 Paley has a typically defiant way of suggesting the merging of truth and 

beauty.  In answer to Celeste Conway’s question in 1978 as to whether she fears 

being “overly didactic,” she says, “Why? I mean who’s in charge of beauty?  Who 

says what’s beautiful at any particular time?  Why not write a purely didactic 

story?  It could be done” (Bach & Hall 9).  I think she is saying, counter to Kant or 

Marcuse, that a story that pushes a political issue can also be artistically satisfying.   

 What frustrated me in the interview — and I only realized this later — is 

that she applied her habitual resistance to me too.  When I asked whether she 

perceived her work as part of an artistic tradition, she resisted answering in the 

way that I had meant it.  Another time, I asked if she agreed with Vaclav Havel's 

assessment of the difference between the artist’s role in America and in the Czech 

Republic.  She perfunctorily agreed and then went on to somehow counter or 

dismiss his statement.  It was as though she took a taste of my offering to appease 

me, and then spit it out.  She is resistant to the core, even when she basically 

agrees with the other person.  Of course, this is part of what makes conversing 

with her so interesting, and makes her a stalwart, unbudgeable figure. 

 In the following transcription, I have kept as close to Paley's spoken word 

as I could without sacrificing clarity and cogency.  I believe that she would prefer 

the language not to be too formal, but that it sound like dialogue sounds in life.  

Which means, for her, as though we were talking in a kitchen or on the streets — 

dangling fragments and all.  I bore witness to her conversation. 

 Mostly, what I came away with was a sense of Paley’s fearlessness.  She 
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has gone to Chile, Nicaragua, Vietnam, not to mention confronting the New York 

Police Department.  She doesn't think anything of her bravery because she knows 

how much further we have to go.  Without actually urging the reader to join a 

picket line, march for social justice, or join hands around the Pentagon, she 

incorporates her social interests into her writing.  Reading Just as I Thought 

(1998), one can tell that when she is not writing, she is protesting.  

 One of the things that makes her writing so real, so double-edged, is her 

embrace of contradictions within a single character.  At the very moment that she 

shows disgust with the sexism of a particular man, she allows us to accept him, to 

see his confusion, ambivalence, vulnerability.  Her characters can be brash and 

inconsistent but also meek and forgiving.  In “Good-bye and Good Luck,” Rosie is 

a proud, independent woman, but she allows the famous actor Vlashkin to take 

advantage of her.  In “My father,” Faith shows her father great respect and 

affection, but scolds him for treating his Hispanic customers badly.  I believe 

Paley is saying that there are no simple answers.  As with Brecht, we must make 

sense of the contradictions on or own. 

   
Interview with Grace Paley 

Note: This interview took place on 7/19/98 on WBAI Radio on the occasion of the 
release of Paley’s memoir, Just As I Thought.   
 
W:  I want to ask you about the story “The De-mystified Zone” in which Faith, 
who is a character in a lot of your fiction stories, shows up in a report of a 
conference in Puerto Rico.  Is this an unusual thing that you’ve crossed these 
forms — fiction with an ostensibly factual report? 
 
Grace:  What happened was that I was asked by an old periodical called Seven 
Days  (there have been four or five periodicals called Seven Days ) to write a 
column now and then, and I thought I would try another form of some kind. So 
instead of saying “I, I, I, I, I” all the time — you get tired of that — I thought I’d 
take some of the characters from my book and have them make these journeys, 
then invent a good deal.  Actually the conference was invented, but it probably 
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also happened. So I tried to put it together and see what would happen.  I at least 
liked doing it. 
 
W:  It’s a wonderful story. Do you think you are going to do more of that — 
bringing those forms together? 
 
Grace:  If anyone asks me, I’ll probably do it.  
 
W:  The rhythm of your writing is so distinctive that whether you are writing 
fiction, or non-fiction, that rhythm is there.  It’s a little bit of an abrupt rhythm. 
But it’s always something that you can’t predict.  As a reader, you really have to 
be wide awake when you’re reading.  
 One difference to that rhythm is another piece in this book, that seems 
uncharacteristic of your writing, because it brought to mind Gertrude Stein.  It was 
not the Grace Paley rhythm, it was sort of the Gertrude Stein rhythm.  Do you 
know what piece I am talking about?  
 
Grace:  “Of Poetry and Women and the World.”  I’ll tell you what that is.  It was a 
speech that I wrote. There were a number of things in this book that were actually 
talks.  I sort of resolved not to tidy them up.  If something looked like nobody 
would understand what I was saying, I did try to make it clear.  But I did not do 
much fooling around with it.  I’m not a great speaker, but I spoke, and that was it. 
 
W:  I think that is one of the strengths of your writing.  The way you talk, or the 
way you hear talking, is right on the page and it’s not tampered with. It’s not 
decorated. 
 
Grace:  Well that’s not true actually. When I write, I do a lot of editing.  Probably 
that’s why the spoken thing seems rougher to you, because it was.  My first drafts 
are really pretty poor.  When I was teaching I used to bring those early drafts to 
students so they would see how bad they were.  
 
W:  I am sure it was encouraging for them. 
 
Grace:  I meant it that way anyway. And the purpose was to show about this 
business of revising.  I don’t like that word, but I would just say, bringing it closer 
and closer to what you really meant to say, cause sometimes when you write 
things at first, you read it and then you think, “I didn’t even mean to say that!”  
And there it is already lying on the page by itself.  So the thing is to get it closer to 
what you want to say.  And sometimes it takes a lot of time. 
 
W:  And it takes a lot of time and a lot of work to get it to that place where it 
seems like you just thought of a line and put it there.  
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Grace:  There is a Yeats line like that.  “And if it does not seem a moment’s 
thought, our stitching and unstitching has been naught.” 
 
W:  Talking about a Yeats line, there’s one piece in here called “Coat upon a 
stick.” Isn’t that also from a Yeats poem? 
 
Grace:  But it’s a book by Norman Fruchter, who is a wonderful guy and a very 
fine novelist.  
 
W:  I love that piece when you talk about Fruchter because even though he is a 
writer I don’t know, you start in talking about his characters right away.  You 
don’t say, “Here is a writer, and this is what he is writing about.”  As a reader I get 
immediately plunged into your idea of who these characters are and I don’t know 
if it’s fiction or nonfiction or what.  It’s a very immediate thing. 
 
Grace:  He is a guy I went to Vietnam with in ‘69.  He made a film there, so he is 
filmmaker too.  He has done a lot of work in the city.  
 
W:  You told me that you just went to Vietnam again. 
 
Grace:  I went there last year in January.  In ‘72 or ‘73,  I was asked to write an 
article about a woman named Thieu Thi Tao who had lived in a tiger cage.  It was 
in the newsletter of The Fellowship of Reconciliation.  But when I went back to 
Vietnam now like twenty something years later, I met her, and she had the article. 
She felt very close to me, and of course I to her, so it was a wonderful meeting 
again.  And it shows that you don’t have to write for big magazines or anything 
like that to have amazing things in your life as a writer.  
 
W:  I just have to ask about the tiger cages.  Being a dancer, that was one of my 
worst negative fantasies. Was she physically impaired by that permanently? 
 
Grace:  Yes, her neck was bad and there were other people who were there.  
 
W:  They were all balled up? 
 
Grace:  The bars were above them, rather than in their face, so that they were open 
to weather of all kinds.  Every now and then, since they would get rather dirty, the 
guards would spread some lime over the people.  Women were given nothing 
during their periods to keep clean.  She spoke very good English, Thieu Thi Tao.   
 How they found the cage was very interesting because the colonel of the 
South Vietnamese army didn’t want to show them the cages naturally.  Tom 
Harkins, who was a congressional aide then, told me that when Don Luce [of 
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Clergy and Laity Concerned] said, “There’s a gate we haven’t seen,” the colonel 
became very angry, shouting.  Well the soldier on the other side thought that he 
was yelling at him to open the gate, which he did.  So they went in and saw the 
whole thing, and they were able to bring back the story to the States. That was in 
‘73. 
 
W:  War in general is one of your major themes. There are pieces, like this one 
about Vietnam, in the book, but there are other pieces that aren’t about war, when 
your awareness of war comes in. Like last night at Summer Stage, when you were 
reading the piece called “The Story Here,” you were talking about how 
Americans had a test tube for non-wrinkled sheets, and they also have a test tube 
for nerve gas.  Things sneak into your story that way, and it’s a reminder — 
without being a hock-on-the-head kind of reminder — but it is a reminder that we 
can’t forget about war. 
 
Grace:  It’s what’s on my mind, those things are on my mind.  I would have to do 
something deliberate and crooked to keep it out.  
 
W:  I think most people are successful at keeping it out.  That’s why we have the 
term “psychic numbing” that Robert J. Lifton coined.  You have gone beyond 
psychic numbing and seem to be saying we should be feeling this all the time. 
 
Grace:  Certainly knowing it all the time. 
 
W:  Another issue of yours is racism, and in this book there is one place where you 
say that racism is the most severe illness in the U.S..  And I also know that you 
have a black grandchild now, and I wonder if having him brings you closer to the 
issue of racism.  
 
Grace:  Sure it does. Had you asked me earlier I’d have told you, “I understand 
this stuff. You don’t have to tell me all the time every minute.”  But certainly, 
when you have a child like that in your family, and when you live among people 
who look at him different than your other children are looked at, you begin to see 
what their eyes are doing to him.  In fact, he’s awfully good-humored. 
 
W:  Does it bring you closer to insights about how the situation could be 
improved, how people could be less racist? 
 
Grace:  Well the society wants people to be racist so it can divvy them up a little 
bit.  You have problems of that sort. Everyone lives somewhere in the world, 
everybody’s children go to school; everybody goes to work.  Traveling around this 
country, you can say things and do things that challenge the people you meet who 
are really racist or antisemitic.  I run into plenty of that, and people think they 
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don’t mean a thing by it. 
 
W:  Like one of the interventions in your story called “Traveling” when you say, 
“At least give me the baby.”  For those of us who haven’t read the story, do you 
want to give us a synopsis? 
 
Grace:  When I wrote the story many people came up to me afterwards and said 
something like that had happened to them or to their mother.  And it was, I think, 
not so uncommon. It began with my mother refusing to move to the front of the 
bus in 1927 and went on to my own experience of going down South in 1943.  I’m 
on a very crowded bus, and I say to a mother who is holding a baby and some 
packages, “I’ll put the baby on my lap,” since obviously I can’t give up my seat to 
a person of another color.  The white man next to the mother says to me, “I 
wouldn’t have touched that thing with a meat hook” — a line which I’ll never 
forget in my life.  Then it carries me forward to 1970, 1990 something or other, 
when my sister begins to tell me this story of my mother traveling down south, 
because I didn’t know any of it.  My story is not just about racism; it’s really about 
time, the advance of political time, emotional time.  They’re very short stories, so 
it’s sort of silly to say what it’s about. 
 
W:  Is this the first kind of memoir book that you’ve done? 
 
Grace:  It’s really not so much a memoir as it is a collection of what they call non-
fictions. And actually some of those non-fictions are stories in the way that telling 
what happened is a story. “What did you do?” “I did this and this.”  It’s a story 
right away.  Some of them are very accurate, and some of them are invented.  But 
there are also reports.  I have several reports from Vietnam in 1969 when I went 
down to pick up POWs actually for the peace movement, not for the government.  
There is a story about a visit to the Soviet Union.  I went with other people from 
the American peace movement to tell the dissidents we supported them, but we 
hoped that they would support the victims of American oppression.  Chile had just 
fallen, with U.S. help.  So we told Sakharov and those people about it.  And there 
are other things like that that are just pure political.  
 
W:  One of the great things that you do — and I think a woman is more likely to 
do than a male author — is you admit disagreements.  You have disagreements, 
like for instance the conversation with Sakharov.  You lay this thing open about 
the differences between a Russian dissident and an American dissident.  Another 
disagreement is in “Other People’s Children,” where you write about babies from 
Vietnam, and a woman wrote to you who was very angry about what you had 
written. 
 
Grace:  What happened in 1975 was something called “the baby lift.”  The U.S. 
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was getting out of Vietnam in 20 minutes.  That’s the way they planned it.  But 
they also wanted the South Vietnamese supported by Congress.  So they had 
something called the baby lift.  Many children were taken out of Vietnam at that 
time.  Some were not even orphans.  So I wrote an article about it, really quite 
angry.  We got a letter from a woman who described adopting four children who 
were all in very bad shape. I had to say that she was wonderful, but at the same 
time it was important to know that it was a political act to withdraw those young 
babies from Vietnam at that time. 
 
W:  And your position is that the babies should stay where their home is? 
 
Grace:  In general. Actually, I met a guy who became a wonderful American poet 
in that orphan removal.  I had to say to him, “I’m glad you’ve brought your other 
language to our language.” 
 
W:  To go back to the Sakharov discussion: What was that disagreement, and were 
you surprised by finding out certain things about the Russian dissidents? 
 
Grace:  No, I was not surprised. He was truly a generous and noble soul.  My 
delegation was headed by Paul Mayer2 , and Sakharov listened; he paid attention 
to what Paul Mayer said.  Some of the other people, like Sakharov’s wife, were 
not interested in our position at all.  They just felt that you were either communist, 
or you were not, one way or another.  After our long talk, he said that he would 
support anybody Amnesty International supported.  And he did. 
 
W:  I want to go to another country, the Czech Republic, and read something to 
you, and see how you feel about this. This is something Vaclav Havel wrote in 
Disturbing the Peace.  I have been thinking about artists as activists in other 
countries as opposed to here.  He is talking about writers in the Czech Republic, or 
at the time, Czechoslovakia.  
 

The idea that a writer is the conscience of his nation has its own 
logic and its own tradition here. For years writers have stood in for 
politicians. They were renewers of the national community, 
maintainers of the national language, awakeners of the national 
conscience, interpreters of the national will.  This condition has 
continued under totalitarian conditions where it gains its own special 
coloring. The written word seems to have acquired a heightened 
radioactivity, otherwise they wouldn’t lock us up for it.  Many of our 

 
2 In 1974, Father Paul Mayer was one of many delegates from Peoples Coalition for 
Peace and Justice to the World Peace Congress.  Paley was representing War Resisters 
League. 
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Western colleagues might envy us the degree of attention and social 
resonance that we enjoy. (72)   

 
Grace:  There’s a lot of truth in that.  In the beginning of the piece on Russia I say 
something about how nice the First Amendment is, but how comfortable it’s made 
us.  So we can talk a lot, and our government does what it wants anyway.  The 
point I was trying to make to the Russians is that [the government] can allow 
people to talk and still be repressive.  Freedom of speech does not mean that a 
government or a state will have to modify its bad behavior. And the other thing 
about Havel’s piece is that the feeling about writers always being in that kind of 
noble situation [in Europe] is really dashed by the Yugoslav writers.  Many of the 
Yugoslav intellectuals and writers are pure nationalists and as vicious in their 
intentions as that war-making government is.  So it’s kind of heartbreaking.  When 
you see that, you want to say, “Don’t you understand.....” 
 
W:  “. . . Writers can be revolutionaries.” 
 
Grace:  Yes.  
 
W:  You talk about the freedom of speech here, but in a couple of places in this 
book you mention the McCarthy era.  I’ve been wondering myself about the 
impact of McCarthyism on artists now?  We do seem to have less of a tradition 
here of artists and writers speaking out than some other countries.  Was the 
McCarthy era just something that happened here 50 years ago, or do you think it 
had some lasting effect?   
 
Grace:  Every period leaves good and bad streams of memory and behavior.  That 
left very bad streams of imagination and behavior.  The sixties was very different 
from that; it freed a lot of people’s mouths and tongues in many ways.  So you had 
something else happening after the McCarthy era that changed things.   
 What I do feel though, is that the idea that other governments oppress 
writers all the time and keep an eye on what they say, and ours doesn’t, is wrong, 
because we have many other ways of [suppressing people’s voices]. There will be 
books that will come out and they won’t be reviewed.  Now that’s oppression.  
I’ve been working with a group called Women’s World that’s interested in 
censorship of women around the globe.  The major oppression you can have in 
that case is that women will not be published at all.  At one time that was true in 
the U.S.  It’s not here so much anymore, but certainly that was a kind of 
oppression.  I remember being in Vietnam and talking to somebody and I said, 
“Well the state didn’t like your book.”  He said, “Yes I was criticized a great 
deal.”  So I said, “What’s gonna happen now?”  He said, “Oh well, I’ll write 
another book and they will criticize it again.”  In a sense we say, “My god, the 
state was criticizing [the artists].”  Writers I know whose work is either not 
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reviewed or else it’s reviewed in such a way that it’s mocked — what that means 
to the big bookstores who decide on what to buy in terms of vast numbers or not at 
all, is that those books aren’t around.  So, in a way you could say that the state 
criticized it or the media criticized it. 
     
W:  Well it’s like the media not covering peace marches or other alternative 
events.    
 
Grace:  Yes, you have periods of great activity.  For example, there were many of 
peace organizations working during the Gulf War.3   
 
W:  You talk about imagining, and imagining not so much as imagining fantasy or 
imagining other worlds, but imaging the real, and imagining justice.  That’s a 
powerful thing that goes through the whole book.  
 One of the things I wanted to ask you was about is tradition.  Are there 
older writers who are part of this tradition of writing about war and activism, and 
are there younger writers?  What I am trying to say is: Do you see yourself as part 
of the tradition, both before and after you?  
 
Grace:  I don’t look at my work and say that it comes from here and it’s going 
there.  I mean some people are very aware that they are writing in a particular 
tradition.  I know that my words didn’t come from the air entirely.  It must have 
been language that I heard, and there were poets I read.  But the people that I read 
were great in number and very varied in what they were trying to do.  There were 
writers of the 30s and 40s that I read that I loved.  There were the poets of the 17th 
century that I read aloud and loved.  All of those things come together. 
      
W:  Do you want to name any of these writers that you loved, that you felt 
influenced by? 
         
 Grace:  I don’t know if I was “influenced” by them.  I’d say that for almost any 
child, the first influence is Mother Goose, and I’m not joking.  There are tunes that 
come into your head from a very early age that surprise you.  And when I was 
reading in school, what I read was what everyone my age read, which was Proust, 
Joyce, all the Russians.  It was a little later when I read Gertrude Stein and felt 
very much moved by her — or felt very comfortable with her.  I was less moved 
than I was solidified, like in an armchair of language.  I loved all those people.  
It’s hard to really say all their names. You could say many. 
 
[At this point I ask for listeners to call in their questions.  While we are waiting, 
the engineer and arts director, Matthew Finch, speaks up.] 

 
3  One example is Artists for Limiting Military Spending, which I helped to start. 
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Matthew:  I wonder if I could just ask one question.  I’ve spoken to some people 
who say that to some degree the legacy of the war in Vietnam is much more of an 
open wound here than it is in Vietnam.  One person said when they go into a 
bookstore in Vietnam and ask for books about the war they say, “Oh you mean the 
war against the French?”  There’s a sense in which the book has closed on the 
U.S./Vietnam war for the people of that region but remains open for the people 
here.  I wonder what your sense of the differing memories of that conflict were 
there as opposed to here.  
   
Grace:  I went to Vietnam under the auspices of the Joiner Center, which is an 
organization at the University of Massachusetts for the study of war and peace and 
its social consequences.  It’s run mostly by Vietnam vets, at least half of whom are 
poets and writers as well. So I went along with those people and talked to 
Vietnamese writers.  They have a wonderful saying that could apply for all of us to 
our personal lives as well.  They say, “We are willing turn the page, but we will 
not tear it out.”  They really like Americans; they even liked us when we were 
bombing them in ’69.  They had a feeling which probably came from Ho Chi 
Minh’s independence speeches, which were modeled on ours.  In some way they 
were fooled by us and my heart hurts a little bit when I think of that — their 
generosity in putting this whole thing aside.   
 But if you’re there a while and you begin to talk or listen to people talk, 
talk to older people and talk to writers who were vets, actually they all were .... 
They were on the trail for ten years, seven years, eight years, they’ll tell you that.  
If you talk to the guy who wrote The Sorrow of War  — Bonnait — he says, “I 
don’t want to write about war, and then I find I’m writing about that war.”  I think 
there’s some kind of new myth happening saying that they don’t want to think 
about it.  There were also people I met who had simply been at war all their lives.  
They fought the French; they fought us.  I think for some people who are a little 
older even, maybe my age, in the north, the Japanese invaded them and sat on their 
necks all during the war.  They fought the Japanese when we were fighting the 
Japanese and they probably lost a million people there. And then after the war they 
fought the Chinese.  So their suffering is so great that they may just never want to 
hear the word “war” again.  I don't blame them.  But they have never not been at 
war.  So I have to listen to what these people say when they say they don’t want to 
talk about war.  I think there is a generation that doesn’t want to talk about it.  
Besides, they have such other problems, problems of a totally destroyed state — 
state businesses, operations, collectives gone, all gone.  One good thing that I saw 
when I was there last time was food — there was a lot of food. They weren’t 
starving any more. But that was it.  They had even cut their welfare, just like we 
had. 
   
W:   One thing that I notice in the book is that there’s a kind of an equalizing 
factor, and there is a very populist strain in that there are times when you talk 
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about a janitor and a doctor, or a housewife and a lawyer, or the farmers and the 
lawyers, all in the same breath.  And you have a great leveling voice that is very 
open, and democratic, and wonderful. 
 
Grace:  I think maybe it’s like any immigrant, or child of immigrants.  I always put 
it this way: my older brothers and sisters are 10, 15 years older than I.  They are 
the children of the working class; I am a child of the middle class. You have that 
American movement that mixes people up class-wise, so they’re not exactly sure 
what or how.  But that’s how it is. 
 
[Here we get a listener calling in.] 
Caller:  I hope what I say does not come across as cynical because I don’t mean it 
to be. But it seems to me that our preoccupation with the Vietnam war is 
contrasted with the Vietnamese and much of the world, who have had personal 
experience of war, of famine.  We as a people have not experienced war on our 
shores.  We have not experienced famine; we have not experienced devastating 
epidemics.  We are probably the most blessed of countries in the world, except 
perhaps Australia or New Zealand.  Could it be that we are more preoccupied with 
the war than others because we are looking for something to feel real, oppressed, 
hurt, famished by? 
 
Grace:  I don’t think that you are cynical.  I think you are right.  But because we 
are blessed in every way doesn’t mean that we should sit down and be blessed 
morning noon and night.  We should spend a couple of hours on somebody else, 
even in our own country.  Not everyone here is blessed either.  You have 
situations in our own country that we have to think about.  As for the Vietnam 
War, I’m interested in it because I was interested in it when I was younger, and I 
don’t just abandon events or experiences where I see that there has been a residue 
of pain.  And that residue of pain is in our own American vets, as well, and they 
are not invisible in this country.  We are more blessed, and we should act out of 
the nature of those blessings to see what’s going on historically and 
geographically.  
 
W:  I want to thank Grace Paley for being here today and also for keeping war in 
our minds.  Grace Paley has done a lot of work with the War Resisters League and 
other ways of reminding us about war, not the least of which is in her books and 
writing.  I want to close by saying that I think that Grace Paley is one of the people 
in whom we see a real blending of activism and art.  In the activist acts that she 
does, there is beauty; and in her writing, there is activism.  So thank you for that 
Grace Paley. 
 
Grace:  Thank You. 
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Robbie McCauley: The Race Doctor 

Robbie McCauley is an actor, writer, and performance artist.  She was raised in 

the segregated South, where she learned “the art of black survival” (Diamond 

279).  In the 60s she apprenticed in the celebrated Negro Ensemble Theater 

Company.  She soon began her own theater work with composer Ed Montgomery, 

with whom she co-authored cross cultural explorations like “Nicaragua in 

Perspective” and “Congo in New York,” an opera.  In the 80s she formed the 

group Thought Music with Laurie Carlos and Jessica Hagedorn to explore issues 

of multiculturalism and class.  On her own she created a series of performance 

works that used her relatives as an example of the African American family 

surviving against racism since the 19th century.  In the 1990s she developed works 

in several cities with local artists as witnesses to historical events that affected 

their communities.  This series includes a piece about the voting rights movement 

in Mississippi, a project in Boston about school desegregation, one in Los Angeles 

about law enforcement and the Black Panthers, and one about the Buffalo race 

riots of 1967.   

 McCauley was one of four African American women artists profiled in a 

PBS documentary “Conjure Women” directed by Demetria Royals in 1995.  The 

San Francisco Examiner called McCauley’s “the most intriguing performance,” 

saying it was “a breathtakingly open, risk taking improvised-feeling dialogue with 

colleague Jeannie Hutchins on the most intimate racial and personal themes.”  

Jack Kroll of Newsweek called “Conjure Women” “an exciting vision of a new 
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power being forged in the self-discovery of these extraordinary artists.” (website) 

 In the fall of 1999, I saw McCauley’s solo work, Love and race in the U.S. 

revisited, a collage of text and actions.  When the lights came up on her, Robbie 

looked worn and fatigued, without the usual refinement or physical assurance of a 

performer.   There was no attempt at preserving a professional performing body (I 

later learned that she is a diabetic), let alone producing the magic of 

transformation.  In the performance, she roams the stage uneasily and her face 

shows uncertainty and vulnerability.  But her voice is strong, retaining some 

idioms from black English with which she grew up.  Theater critic Alisa Solomon 

described her agitated forays “as if there’s no secure pace to settle down, no spot 

that feels authoritative” (Village Voice website).  In this performance spectators 

could not sit back and relax.  She brings a sense of realness to her performance 

that forces the viewer to think about real things.   

 Indeed, one of McCauley’s ideas is the closeness of art and life.  Jan 

Cohen-Cruz, describing her workshops in the American Festival Project, says, 

“First she urged everyone to abandon the idea that art is removed from everyday 

life.  Then she used her performance training to get people talking about their own 

experience of difference” (qtd. in Felshin, 125).  McCauley believes that art can 

help you with your life.  The illness is racism.  She is the race doctor.   

 McCauley’s enduring issue is racism in America.  In confronting complex 

questions about race, she employs the three elements of participation, witnessing 

and resistance.  She discusses the latter two in her article “Thoughts on My 

Career.”  Participation and bearing witness were intertwined in “Indian Blood,” 

the project she did in Buffalo.  Here she describes the process: 
  

 I select an event that stirs me, like the riot in Buffalo, and work with 
the producer or curator to seek out people in the local community 
and artistic organizations and request meetings with them to talk 
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about collaborating...When we first get together I usually describe 
my intentions with the image of the Trojan War.  It was an event of 
real and mythical weight that affected not only the participants but 
also people way beyond that time. These meetings are best when 
they result in the exchange of images, stories and philosophical 
comments.  The potential co-sponsors actually get a taste of how the 
performance allows different points of view to be talked about while 
retaining passion.  Here is where I get the first suggestions for actors 
and witnesses. (McCauley 270) 

 

McCauley depends on the act of witnessing to feed her creations.  As she says 

about the L.A. project, “A strong point of the story for me was that when the 

Panthers finally surrendered and emerged from the headquarters, numbers of 

people from the community were there bearing witness” (276).  Sister Somayah 

Moore-Kambui, who was one of those numbers in the real story, interacted with 

the actors after the performance, and this led to a dialogue with the audience. 

About tis witness, McCauley writes, “Sister Somayah helped me to deal with the 

absurdities and realities of trying to do the work in this way now” (276).   The 

presence of witnesses makes a story more transformable into collaborative theater; 

their willingness to speak about what they have seen imbues the process and the 

product with meaning.   

 Further, McCauley's sense of witnessing her own life is intense, and it is 

this intensity that was at least partly responsible for sending her into theater.  She 

talks about the “Whites Only” signs she saw as a child and how it left “a deep 

mark on my psyche.”  There was no way to resist visibly and survive.  Denied 

expressivity, resistance happens inside yourself; hence the importance of tracking 

such inner resistance.  Early on, she developed a strong sense of playing herself in 

the ongoing drama of racism.  In this way, McCauley feels, “Actors can be 

effective collectors and transmitters of the meaning of history” (279).   

   In “Thoughts on My Career,” she also discusses the resistance of the 
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participants in her projects.  Talking about the Black Panther piece, she says, “The 

group resistance seems impenetrable.”  (In the interview she talks about the “hard 

stuff” she asks participants to negotiate.)  But knowing the crucial role of 

resistance to survival, she welcomes it as material to work with: “I trust that such 

resistance is full of energy” (275).  Like Ngugi, she sees the essential and 

productive side of resistance, whether it comes from whites or blacks.  Resistance, 

rather than harmony, is her old friend.  Her solution is to use forms like bebop and 

other jazz-based improvisational structures to encourage participation, to bring out 

the actors’ ability to play and imagine.  “Familiar forms can be a way to chip at the 

block of resistance” (276). 

 Participation is a basic element in her current work.  As we’ve seen, getting 

people to participate, applying their experience as witnesses, pushing through the 

resistance, are part of the collaborative creative process.  Further, she has the 

openness and the courage to expose white people to a view that they/we might 

otherwise not be aware of.  In my interview, I comment on how she enables white 

people to see a private part of her life.   In a review written in her book On Edge: 

Performance at the End of the Twentieth Century, critic C. Carr quotes McCauley 

talking about her childhood: 
 

You were clearly taught things to do in front of white people.  And 
you accepted it as life or death.... Around white people, you really 
had to fix your face...The smiling face.  The serious face.  But never 
the angry face...It took me years to figure out how to look normal.  I 
learned that from acting.  How to be real. (qtd. in Carr 163) 
 

In allowing us to see her intimate reality, she resists the racial etiquette she was 

taught, the etiquette that her survival depended on.  The very realness of her 

presentation transgresses that etiquette.  In fact, her stage persona is almost too 

real, too rough around the edges for comfort.   
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 Unaware of the above passage when I interviewed McCauley, I touched on 

her resistance to withholding in the presence of white people, and on her learning 

how to be “real.”   As both a writer and performer, she refuses to restrict herself to 

“what to do in front of white people.” 

 Although she does not cite them as influences, McCauley’s interactive 

approach recalls Boal, and her wish to educate recalls Brecht’s Lehrstücke.  In one 

scene in  Love and race she appears, through video, as a professor.  But this 

description is not exactly right, as she does not attempt to inhabit a character the 

way other actors do.  She basically always plays herself on stage.  But she 

incorporates into her script teaching moments, even reminiscent of a classroom.  

Like Brecht, she believes that, in ominous times, it is the responsibility of the artist 

to teach and thus to stimulate thought and action.  I think McCauley’s insistence 

on including white people in her monologues is more than openness or courage.  It 

is part of the educational element.  Certainly, I felt better informed about the 

psychic toll that racism takes on blacks when I left her theater.   

 One of McCauley's ideas that comes through in the following interview is 

that she is telling “everybody’s stories.”  Although I didn’t absorb the idea at the 

moment, I see now that this idea magnifies her sense of participation.  To me, it 

reflects an expansive vision, one that embraces the oppressor as well as the 

oppressed, that recognizes the need to break out of past racial definitions, and that 

encourages a collective sense of responsibility for the stories of our lives. 

 McCauley constantly struggles to balance the personal and the political.  In 

her autobiographical essay, “Thoughts on My Career, The Other Weapon, and 

Other Projects,” she talks about the time when she abandoned the deliberately 

political: “I now miss the uncompromising politics as the source of the work, but 

then I missed the personal stirrings.  I continued to seek a way to balance both” 

(268).   



      Perron       50 

 The interview was conducted at WBAI radio on the occasion of 

McCauley’s solo love and race in the U.S. revisited at Dance Theater Workshop in 

November, 1999.  She shared the evening with another solo performer, Dawn 

Akemi Saito.  The radio program is “Gut Bucket Matinee,” which usually features 

blues artists.  The host, Matthew Finch, had just introduced the program by 

playing the music of some women in the blues who call themselves “uppity 

women.”  After hearing the songs of these women, McCauley said she felt she was 

in good company. 

 A word about language: McCauley uses words in a deliberate way.  For 

example, when she says “making talk,” she means creating a communication 

between people.  Making talk requires her skill as director and mediator to open 

people up.  When she says, “telling business,” she means dirty business, telling 

secrets or scandals. 
 

Interview with Robbie McCauley 
 
Note: This interview was conducted on  11/6/99  on WBAI Radio 
 
W:  The name of this very powerful monologue is called love and race in the u.s. 
revisited [sic].  Was there an original love and race in the u.s. ? 
 
Robbie:  Well it’s part of a long series of work that I’ve been doing on race in the 
United States: finding ways to talk about it in relationship to my personal 
references—my family. And not so much telling business, although it turns out 
that way often, but just kinda using personal stories as a way to open dialogue 
about race. And I try not to make it academic, although in this piece I use 
academic as a kinda joke. 
 
W:  Well you do.  Very early on you’re telling the stories and then you interrupt 
yourself and say, “I want to be more academic.”  And I know you don’t because 
the stories are what tell, but there is a feeling in this particular piece that shifts 
between stories and teaching.  So you kind of presented it as a lecture. 
 
Robbie:  Yeah, and the “revisited” means that it’s revisited for centuries. So I play 
on the personal things that I’m doing, and trying always to enlarge them to the big 
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story in this country. 
 
W:  And I think there was one section that you agreed to do for us.  I think the 
Jefferson and Sally Hemings story is tangential to that. 
 
Robbie:  Oh, okay.  [reciting from the text, going in and out of a southern dialect] 
“My friend, Jessica, was the first one who called me the ‘race doctor,’ when I gave 
that lecture on Andrew Jackson, the Indian killer sitting on a twenty-dollar bill, my 
friend Jessica.  Laurie was the one who told me that they’d sent Thomas 
Jefferson’s DNA to England. Now, when I was very young in my neighborhood 
there was a family that lived down the way — Red Negroes, we call them, light-
skinned people who everybody said was kin to Thomas Jefferson and Sally 
Hemin’s — stuff that ordinary, everyday people, had known forever. But I don’t 
get upset with the ignorance of white people. I am very tolerant of the ignorance of 
white people because I went to the segregated schools in Washington D.C., and 
The Miseducation of the Negro was one of the texts. So I am very tolerant of the 
resistance of white people to information about Negroes, and black people, and 
African Americans because we are all so miseducated. Now, I, want to get back to 
my confession because someone wrote that I was kin to Sally Hemmin’s. How am 
I  going to be kin to Sally Hemmin’s? I was talking about my great-great-
grandmother, and all the women who’ve had to throw their legs over dey hay’d for 
the rent, the lawyer, the doctor, even a steak. I told y’all in my last confession 
about the doctor, the diabetic doctor, who put his hands on my breasts, and I did 
no more than not pay the sixty dollars. So no, I am not kin to Sally Hemmins’. I’m 
older, but I ain’t day’d. And everyone knows about how Sally had those two 
daughters by the white man on the plantation.  But nobody knows that her sister 
had two children by dat same white man, except that Sally was rough talkin’, and 
ungrateful, but her sister kep’ havin’ to do with that man after slavery time. And 
one of her daughters was the founder of a famous Negro sorority.” 
 
W:  What I get from this, being white myself, is that you’re letting me see into the 
kind of mind and history that is usually kept from me, like when you talk about 
“white ignorance.” One of the pleasures and challenges of this solo performance is 
that I get to hear things that I think people usually wouldn’t want to say in front of 
me — talk about white ignorance, or talk about a white man with blue eyes, as 
opposed to a white man with brown eyes. So it’s very private, and it gives another 
dimension to the idea that “the personal is the political,” like the history of women 
having to throw their legs up just be available to these white men.  You really do 
intertwine love and race in your text. 
 
Robbie:   I’m also trying to open up the fact that this is everybody’s story, and I 
don’t mean in the easy way that this is everybody’s story, because when I say all 
the women who’ve had to throw their legs over their head.....Earlier I bring in that 
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you can’t talk about love and race in the United States without talking about 
slavery, colonialism, cast, and class. The fact that these stories seem secret 
between races is something that I’m trying to push through.  My idea, and my 
experience, is that we really do all know these stories, like when I say stuff 
everyday people have known for years about Sally Hemmings. That man who had 
that relationship with my relatives also had relatives.  The dialogue that I’m 
interested in through performance is because I’d like to stimulate people. And 
they’re hard dialogues for people to say: “My people were in the Klan;” “Well my 
people were raped.” Both of them are hard stories, but what happens if they 
become the whole big story? 
 
W:  I guess, well it has a lot to do with denial:  “Our president, Jefferson, couldn’t 
have done that.” 
 
Robbie:  And now we know our president can do anything. 
 
[laughter] 
 
W:  With the middle name Jefferson. . . It is interesting to me that you shift 
between storytelling and teaching. And it made me think of Brecht and the 
Lehrstücke — the idea of performance or drama as teaching. Do you have any 
resonance with that kind of history? 
 
Robbie: I didn’t know very much about Brecht when I started doing performance, 
and people often brought that up, and I like the reference to it.  I do think there is 
something about teaching in the work. 
 
W:  I feel like I learned a lot from it.  Robbie, one of things that you do is have the 
audience take part in one section where you hand out some papers with words on 
it.  I took one, and my word was “foundation,” and even though it was a small 
thing — I just had to say the word at the cue you gave — it still gives the audience 
a sense of being part of it.  The house lights come on so you can look around and 
see who else got these things.  I wonder what your purpose is in allowing the 
audience to take part, and if that’s different in say a New York City audience, than 
somewhere else. 
 
Robbie:   I did do a practice version of this up in Connecticut, which is not that 
different, but the audience was a bit different — it was a more academic audience 
because it was at a college. But I think that’s a theatrical choice, and I think that 
hopefully, if the choice is well done in terms of timing and whatever, that it works 
as you said: the lights come on; something happens.  And so I think that it doesn’t 
quite matter where you are if the moment is constructed well enough.  It was 
something that I wanted to try, and it’s been working. I’m beginning to think more 
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and more theatrically now, because the content takes care of itself if I try to call up 
the stories as honestly and as esthetically as possible. Then working on the form 
helps to do that thing that I like to do, which is to have everybody in the story. 
 
W:  Yeah, it pulls you in, both as a student and a listener. And you have other 
devices too where you have yourself on T.V. giving a lecture, and you have some 
slides, and so there’s different dimensions to this storytelling — which otherwise 
would maybe be too powerful.  What you do is just so hard-hitting.  This is half of 
an evening where Dawn Akemi Saito — also a very strong woman giving a solo 
performance about love and race too — is the second half. 
 
Robbie:  Absolutely, yeah, it’s a great pairing. 
 
W:  It is amazing! And her stage presence is very different from yours. She’s a 
very polished performer and moves in a kind of Butoh, slow-motion way, almost 
like you see a mask on her face, only there is no mask. Whereas you are so down 
and real that it’s almost like you’re not an actor on the stage, but just a person, like 
another woman you’re talking with and talking and talking and talking, or a 
teacher.  There’s something very real and gritty about your presence on stage. It 
works perfectly with her as a complement being almost refined, and wearing this 
sort of nightgown, and . . .  
 
Robbie:  But very passionate! 
 
W:  She is very powerful. And she tells stories — like you do — she shifts 
between stories and more factual stuff. And she tells a story about her grandfather 
and how she was so frightened by her grandfather’s deformity that she couldn’t 
speak. And as she started saying that, and I thought, “Wow! And we just saw 
Robbie McCauley who can really talk!” 
 
[laughter] 
 
Robbie:  Can’t shut up! 
 
W:  And it was such a contrast. And then it turns out, she could really talk too! But 
just how sad it was that her grandfather died before she actually found her voice. 
So together this is a very powerful program.  Dawn Akemi Saito’s piece is called 
“Ha.” I think it’s just the first syllable of talking when she comes on stage. It’s 
very hard for her to get the words out. So it was such a great contrast with you. 
 
Robbie:  It’s good to hear that you enjoyed it. 
 
W: It was really wonderful. And as a dancer I appreciate the movement things that 
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both of you did, and that there’s an element that you both bring in that is very 
physical, that goes just some ways that words can’t reach. 
 
Robbie:  Yeah, I am not a dancer, although I have been accused of being a dancer. 
And it’s not even because I dance well; it’s just that I can’t imagine talking 
without movement, and so I try to find the movement in what I’m saying.  I have 
worked with dancers and choreographers who, of course, for many years have 
been exploring that connection. I worked for quite a while with Urban Bush 
Women, who’ve done some great work in that way with Laurie Carlos [a 
composer/performer]. I can’t imagine the two not being connected. 
 
W:  There’s a place where you lift your arms, while you’re talking about a bird or 
about freedom.  Your arms just go up. It seemed almost unconsciously like you 
were about to fly.  
 And to bring in another academic reference (I know that you’re not crazy 
about these academic references), I couldn’t help thinking about how Augusto 
Boal has done all this work with theater and bringing in people from the 
community, and having them voice their concerns, and their pain in a theatrical 
context.  I wonder if you’ve connected to that work in any way? 
 
Robbie:  Oh Yes! I’ve done work in several places in the United States, and twice 
in Europe, working with people who live in the place, who collect stories, and then 
we find a performance way of presenting those stories back to the community. 
And it’s a way of working that many people do, and find various ways of being 
with people in the community.  But I think there’s a question about that, which is: 
Who am I to go to somebody else’s community and tell their story?  And what I 
found years ago, I guess it was around ‘89 that I first started doing this work, was 
that I am the outsider in that community, but that the story is everybody’s story.  
And of course that’s still questionable. But we continue through the work; we kind 
of fight it out.  As I was telling you earlier, it’s a kind of tense relationship. And 
yet, that has been very gratifying work because I enter and then something 
happens in terms of making a piece of work about what goes on there that I’m 
connected to because it’s usually about race and class, and making talk about that. 
And then I leave and hopefully the talk remains. There’s a kind of arrogance, I 
think, that I need in order to . . .  
 
W:   . . . to presume that you can come in and be a catalyst and make something 
happen. . .  
 
Robbie:  Yeah.  And of course humility at the same time in pursuing it. 
 
W:  In these communities, have you been able to go back and see what kind of 
impact you’ve had?  I mean, besides that they create theater, have they had 
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influence on peoples’ lives? 
 
Robbie:  Well, I’m not assuming that I’m going to do something to the 
community. But the people who are artists in the community as well as carrying 
on like myself with other work (because it’s usually difficult in this country to do 
art only), have given me a lot of feedback about how useful this work was to add 
this kind of content to their lives in their work.  I’ve had good stories, good 
feedback about how one is able, like a ripple, to affect others by opening up stories 
of [struggle].  Once in Mississippi, for instance, we did a piece about the voting 
rights era, and the bussing.  One woman I interviewed for a piece had had so much 
pain from that struggle.  She told me later, after seeing her own words put into the 
piece, and hearing it, and bringing her child to hear the story,  how she. . . was able 
to see what a glorious thing had happened.  It’s one of those moving things that 
happens often; and she saw that all the hard stuff is part of it. 
 
W:  What about when you come to New York and do performances: Is it hard to 
do political performances and be taken seriously as an artist? Do you find that 
there’s some friction there? 
 
Robbie: Well, I think it’s an old question that continues: Is it art or is it politics?  
One old answer is: If it’s good art, it’s bad politics. I think there’s been so much 
progress in terms of the way people work now, and I like being a part of that 
progress.  You might be referring to the fact that there’s a kind of cynicism 
expected by a New York audience who seems so sophisticated about these 
questions.  But I just ignore that.  [laughter]  So I just do the work, and hope it’s 
effective. 
 
W:  That’s great. Is there anything more you want to tell us about this performance 
that you’re in tonight, Robbie? 
 
Robbie:  Well, the one thing is that it changes somewhat. It has the same 
structure—beginning, middle, and end—but one of the things that I like to explore 
is to be able to open up some of the images or some of the text that I have, and just 
improvise for a moment. So you may see one show one night, and one show 
another night. 
 
W:  So I’ll have to come back and take my chances. 
 
Robbie:  Okay. 
 
W: Well, thank you very much, Robbie.  
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Liz Lerman: Creating Community through Dance 

 The Liz Lerman Dance Exchange is one of the busiest modern dance 

companies in the country.  This is not because Lerman is a brilliant choreographer, 

nor because her troupe is unusually virtuosic.  Rather, Lerman has created a 

company that defines the genre of community arts, demonstrating over and over 

that she cares about community, and not just about career.  The sponsors know 

that when this company comes to town, people in the community will draw 

together and be inspired.  The idea of participation, of democratization through 

participation in performance, is lived by this company.  Like Boal’s theatre of 

politics, I would call Lerman’s a theatre of social change.  This group, which is 

ethnically diverse, gives workshops to disabled people, prison inmates, Jewish 

congregations, construction workers, and many other populations.  However, the 

most notable feature of the company is that about a third of its members are senior 

citizens.  This fact alone is somewhat amazing when you consider that concert 

dance, in is most accessible form, celebrates only the young.  Clearly, a social 

statement about participation and possibility is being made. But the incorporation 

of older performers is played out in a fully artistic way, producing performances 

that have great visual, choreographic and spiritual beauty.   

 Liz Lerman was born in Milwaukee.  Her mother was a classical pianist and 

her father was a labor organizer who had an interest in the arts. So one need look 

no further than her parents to explain the merging of art and politics in her life.  

But the way she has done this is particular to the social currents of her time and to 

her own love of dance.  Involved as a youth in the civil rights struggle, and as a 
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young adult in the feminist struggle, she eventually shifted her political arena to 

community arts.   

 Because Lerman has taken dance into the community arts movement,  she 

is often referred to as a visionary.  In 1975, she started dancing with senior 

citizens, conceiving of their participation not merely as a way to improve the 

quality of their lives, but as potential for professional performances.  Now it does 

not seem so brazen as it did then.  We have lots of performance artists who do this, 

for example Arthur Strimling of Roots and Branches and choreographer Risa 

Jaroslow.  Even the world renowned choreographer Pina Bausch has plans to 

mount a work on senior citizens!  But Liz Lerman was the first to use older 

performers as both a social and artistic statement, and has been a strong influence 

on younger choreographers as well as on her peers.  

  I remember seeing a piece of hers at Jacob’s Pillow in the early 1990s.  

One at a time, about forty older woman walked onto the stage, then stood still and 

looked out at the audience.  It took time for this to happen and it took patience to 

behold.  Some of the women had trouble just making their way out there.  When 

each one faced the audience, her gaze was not confrontational, not apologetic, but 

simply registered her and our existence in her own way.  The courage of these 

women, most of whom had never performed before, was very moving.  By the 

time half of them made it out on the stage, I was in tears.  

 Lerman's participation in the women's movement and in civil rights has 

influenced her work, as has her father’s in the labor movement.  One of her 

earliest memories is going to visit Anna Halprin and dancing freely out of doors.  

It seems to me that this memory of freedom is something she later yearned for.  

Lerman, like Halprin, built her work on the belief that everyone can dance, not just 

the young, wealthy, or gifted.  She rejects the genius theory of art, whereby only 

those anointed (men) can make good art.  Everyone has the right to participate.  In 
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this her vision is strikingly parallel to that of Paulo Freire.  

 As a leader, she does not believe in the old model of the teacher, or the 

priest, or the director, or the choreographer, telling people what to do.  She 

believes in collectivity, and in trusting the individuals in the group.  She puts 

Freire’s theories into practice.  She asks her dancers to contribute to the creative 

process; she trusts them.  But as we see from the following interview, although 

Lerman is aware of Freire’s writings, she has not read them.  This confirms to me 

the intuitive nature of the artistic process. 

 While Lerman rejects the guru role, she has the charisma and integrity to 

move things forward.  She warmly embraces all who drop by the studio, and 

beams as she introduces her interns.  She's a hands-on leader, caring and maternal, 

as is the ideal of a feminist definition of a leader.  She does not flaunt her 

confidence and experience the way a man in a similar position might do. 

 I have known Liz Lerman since 1965, when we were freshmen at 

Bennington College.  She did not strike me then as a dedicated future dancer.  She 

complained often about the methods of the dance division.  At the time, I thought 

she was making excuses for her somewhat modest technical ability.  Now I see 

that she was resisting the expectations of a dancer as defined by authorities in that 

context, the dance faculty, and that perhaps she had to disassociate from it in order 

to form a vision.  Her later refusal to stay in New York City — the place where 

dance careers rise and fall — again marked her as less than serious in my eyes.  

But I now see that she needed to be in a non-competitive situation, and she needed 

separation from the NY dance community in order to build her own community.    

 Lerman's ongoing willingness to participate in social struggle is articulated 

in an essay she wrote called “Are Miracles Enough.”  Is it enough to change 

people’s attitudes, to help them, even to heal them, if one is not creating larger 

social change?  In this essay, she writes that, after she taught a session in a nursing 
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home, one elderly patient who hadn't uttered a word in seven years, started talking.  

But Lerman is not satisfied with this transformation, this miracle.   
 

My question has become: this world is falling apart, is it enough to 
go in and get somebody talking again?  Or is there yet something 
else I might be doing, given what I know as an artist, given what we 
all know art can do?  I go back to saying: Art is one of the few things 
we have left in this universe that can integrate various phenomena: 
mind, body, spirit. (7) 

 

She has accomplished an integration and a transformation of one person, and I am 

sure that she has done this many times.  But she is more ambitious for art.  She 

thinks art has the power to make sweeping social change.  One of the ways she 

wants to do this is to make a different kind of institution. 

 Lerman has always been anti-authoritarian.  That is why I was taken aback 

to find that she has a new studio and school, complete with three studios and 

offices that house a staff of eight administrators and several interns....an 

institution.  And yet all her conversation about art has to do with non-

competitiveness, and all her conversation about art-in-the-world has to do with 

non-hierarchies.  It is Lerman's challenge to herself to create a non-institutional 

institution.  She is aware of the dangers of institutionalization, as expressed by 

Ngugi when he says that art must be against the governing power.  Lerman 

obtained partial funding for the new building from the Maryland state government.  

She knows full well the dangers of aligning her arts institution with the state.  But 

she also posits the art world itself as a potentially dangerous authority.  This is 

evident in the interview in her description of rehearsing with one of the most 

revered dance artists of our century — Meredith Monk.  She naturally recoils at 

any authoritarian behavior, even in the name of creating great art.  

 Liz Lerman thinks big, and the connections she finds between dance and 

other areas of life are stimulating.  She is aware of institutional changes in the 
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religious and medical worlds.  As she says, she tries to straddle the dance world 

with non-arts worlds.  In this, and in her insistence on participation in every corner 

of creating and sustaining art, she is like Ngugi and Boal, but tied to issues that are 

current in our everyday lives.  She also has a kind of hope, similar to that 

expressed by Brook and Marcuse in their portrayal of the 1960s, leading to the 

question, If you can transform as an individual, can you transform society?  

However Lerman addresses this question in the interview, I think that you can see 

that she has a strong sense of possibility, one etched with hope and courage. 
 
 

Interview with Liz Lerman 
 
Note: For this interview, conducted June 5, 1999, I went down to Potomac, Maryland, 
where the Liz Lerman Dance Exchange’s new studios are.  I edited it in December, 99.  A 
note of explanation: The “Critical Response Process” that Lerman refers to is her own 
guide to giving feedback after a performance.  This is her way of offering an antidote to 
the destructiveness that critics in a position of authority can wreak on performers.  She 
knows that I am familiar with this process, as I have been a facilitator at Arts at 
University Settlement, where the Critical Response Process is used by a facilitator for 
discussing works in progress. 
 
 
W:  What early influences did you have in art and in politics? 
 
Liz:  You have to look at my parents. My mom was trained in piano and had a 
very classical view of the world, and really believed in fine art. Thankfully she had 
a lot of integrity too. I don’t think she was interested in any of the trappings that 
went with all that. She just loved how it made her experience the world. My dad 
did care about art because he was a good friend of Anna Halprin's in college. He 
passed out her leaflets and when I was 3 or 4 we once took a trip to her studio in 
the Redwoods. 
 
W:  Do you remember this? 
 
Liz:  Yes!  They took me to go leaping around on the studio floor and I got 
outside.  My grandfather loved the opera, and so I think this Yiddish speaking 
guy.... 
 
W:  There are no operas in Yiddish.  
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Liz:   Dad always loved classical music, and that’s how my parents met actually. 
He was the great labor organizer, populist, briefly a communist.  The minute Stalin 
and Hitler signed that pact, he was out.  For the next decade he spent an enormous 
amount of his life trying to rid labor unions of their communist element, by 
keeping their socialist [views].  We had a picture of Norman Thomas, the head of 
the Socialist Party, in the house. My father shifted from communism to socialism. 
The fanaticism behind communism didn’t interest him.  The key element about 
him and why I know I am like him is that he did not believe in fundamentalism of 
any kind, even regarding Judaism. Orthodoxy didn’t interest him and that’s of 
course what saved him and saved me too.  They were an amazing mix. Mom 
picked the dance teachers out for me, but Dad would come to class and play the 
drum for the last ten minutes.  He brought a populist spirit to the intensity of my 
dance training.  
 
W:  And so did you talk to your father all along about your dance training, like 
about what was happening at Bennington, or what wasn’t happening at 
Bennington?  
 
Liz:  Their influence on me was deep, cause I started so young.  The period in 
which the forces of my life came together was really my teenage years. A 
combination of the Civil Rights Movement and my figuring out that ballet was not 
going to work for me, both because of the pain in my feet, the nastiness of my 
teachers, and their description of what kind of bodies could or couldn’t make it — 
all those elements.  And the movement vocabulary itself began to disappoint me. 
 
W:  So you were studying ballet, not some kind of scarfy stuff. 
 
Liz:  My main teacher, Florence West, had trained with Ruth Page and Martha 
Graham.  My parents pulled me out of school to go to the Freedom Schools 
because of the desegregation in Milwaukee. After school I would go to take my 
ballet classes, which Ann Barzel was now teaching me because my teacher had 
left. Ann Barzel would come down from Chicago to Milwaukee and I was like a 
private student wearing a little Bluebird outfit [The Bluebird variation in Petipa’s 
Sleeping Beauty is a virtuosic role.] And that’s when it sort of all.... 
 
W: You realized you weren’t the perfect Bluebird. 
 
Liz:  I wasn’t the bluebird.  Why was I studying the Bluebird when all I cared 
about during the day was all this stuff going on about Civil Rights?  I was a mess. 
 
W:  So the Freedom Schools were integrated schools?   
 



      Perron       62 

Liz:  What happened is a bunch of Milwaukee families boycotted public school, so 
we went to these freedom schools. This would last a day or two and then we 
would be back in regular classes. This was during the discussions about open 
housing in the city, early civil rights activities.  My life fell apart.  It was because 
of everything, but the precipitating thing was this horrible, horrible, ballet teacher 
in Chicago. 
 
W:  Ann Barzel? 
 
Liz:  This other one — Stone or Cameron.  One of them, I don’t even know which 
one it was, taught a master class, turned to me and said, “You have one hip a 
quarter inch higher than the other one.  You will never, ever be a dancer.” 
 
W:   He didn’t even say ballet dancer? 
 
Liz:  I was 14.  I had devoted everything in my entire existence to this. But I am 
grateful in retrospect because it just started this cataclysmic spiral, and all those 
events merged together in my mind. My teacher Florence had gone to New York.  
There I was in Milwaukee. That was the first time I tried quitting dance and 
devoting myself to social action.  But I was extremely unhappy.  
 
W:  So you devoted yourself to social action, like the Vietnam War?  
 
Liz:  I was 15 or 16. It wasn’t Vietnam yet.  I thought about school reform.  I 
didn’t do much social action.  I thought about it.  I was involved in a Jewish youth 
group.  I tutored inner city kids, things like that. But I was miserable. So when I 
went to Bennington College, the idea was to put it back together again. That was 
the plan. 
 
W:  What was it about Bennington, which was a place that was trying to 
encourage creativity, and at the same time to develop dance technique, that turned 
you away?  
 
Liz:  I must have been horribly self-righteous, but I think the lesson that I learned 
at Bennington was that institutions and periods of time have styles. My dad said to 
me, “Don’t confuse the stylistic interest with the heart of the matter.”  And I didn’t 
know that I didn’t fit the style, and I didn’t understand yet this notion that the heart 
of the matter and the style are different until I went to Brandeis the next June to 
study history.  And they had a style of studying history which I also didn’t fit.  
That liberated me to see that the problem wasn’t dance.  The problem was 
institutions and style. That made me say, “Oh now I have to go figure out what I 
do want.”  But at least it wasn’t that I was a bad person. 
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W:  I am going to jump ahead. You say that the problem is institutions, and here 
we are in this institution that you’ve created. How are you going to fight against it 
becoming just an institution with a style, with a single style? 
 
Liz:  It’s a huge question for me. In fact, the question for me right now is that first, 
I didn’t want to have an institution. Secondly, what can make an institution be a 
living breathing place?  And it has nothing to do with whether to codify my ideas 
or not.  The Critical Response Process is one codified set of ideas.  Although I keep 
trying to say it’s not codified, I keep changing it and let everybody change it.  It 
has new steps now.  But I think that part of it is making room for other voices. 
Making sure that I don’t turn into a guru, making sure that the umbrella of the 
beliefs of the institution is big enough to support bunches of ideas.  That’s what 
I’m trying to understand right now. I think we are in a big change and I’ll be 
curious to see what the outcome is. The other thing will be to make sure that, when 
I do leave this institution, the artistic person or persons that come in here are 
definitely in charge, and not just holding on to my legacy. Then there’s a chance 
that it can stay a living breathing place.   
 What institutions can do is become homes where you don’t keep 
reinventing the wheel, and where individuals can find a place so that they don’t 
have to only be plowing and tilling the soil, but they can also enjoy the fruits of 
their labor.  I’d like to think that’s why we bother about all this. Everybody here 
has health insurance, full health insurance. I think that’s totally amazing.  I say to 
people, “I can have a New York season or, we can have health insurance.”  
 
W:  You’ve made your pick.  You seem to be one of the few companies that 
doesn’t need a New York City season, because you get so much work.  
 
Liz:  You create the work. I’m a shameless promoter of creating the opportunities 
for this kind of work to unfold.  Some of the reason is that I don’t want to be a 
wallflower.  I was never comfortable waiting around. There’s also a down side.  I 
think that we make the opportunities and then we’re not always available, or 
people think, “She doesn’t need me so I don’t want to ask her.”  That kind of stuff. 
 
W:  Going back again, it seems to me that you were still against a lot of the dance 
that was happening.  When you decided “OK I’m gonna be a dancer,” and looked 
around, was there anything in the dance world that you could embrace?  
 
Liz:  Well, again, I reluctantly see my own stubbornness. If I looked harder, I 
might have found it.  I saw bits of things I liked.  I went to Viola Farber’s classes 
for a while in 1974 and I loved just dancing.  It was really wonderful.  I also 
studied with Peter Saul, and I studied jazz back in the bowels of Carnegie Hall. 
The dancing was OK.  The problem for me was that all the structures that 
supported the dancing seemed so foul. Unwritten rules about how you got in 
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where, looking around at the audiences, struck me as extremely insular. I wanted 
some fresh air. I was frustrated by what I viewed as a kind of submission, a series 
of steps that if I played them right, I might get somewhere.  But I didn’t.  I think I 
may have been scared. I think I didn’t know how to do things right.  I felt like I 
didn’t belong.  
 
W:  I remember a time when you wanted to see Meredith Monk’s work.  
 
Liz:  I was in her group.  It was a big huge group; there were tons of us.  I lasted 
three rehearsals, maybe four.  I thought, “What am I doing here?”  She didn’t 
know our names.  It felt — and this has nothing to do with Meredith, it’s just me 
imposing on her — adulatory.  We kept circling around in pairs doing some 
melodic work, I think.  I didn’t understand why I was doing what I was doing. 
 
W:  Had you seen her work? 
 
Liz:  Yes, I had seen The Education of the Girlchild, which I liked quite a bit. 
 
W:  But it wasn’t enough to hold you in this negative situation. 
 
Liz:  So, I came back to Washington. 
 
W:  What was the thing that spurred you to start working with older people? 
 
Liz:  So, I came back to Washington, and I was in a regular dance program, testing 
some of these ideas about community which I had formed through a series of 
encounters. But after my mom got sick, I went back to be with her, and she died. 
That’s when I got this notion that I should have older people in the dance. 
 
W:  Oh, it was your mother.  
 
Liz:  That’s what did it. Because I had already begun to think about community, 
cause I worked in the Quaker School, and that’s where I put together these ideas, 
that you meet people on their turf and you go with what they already know and 
love, then expose them to more and then you bring them into the theater.  I had 
already started to play with that stuff.  But it was her death that catapulted me into 
working with old people. That’s when all that came together. And that was in 
1975.  If I had been in New York, I wouldn’t have been able to do that.  
 
W:  Tell me why. 
 
Liz:  First of all, I am too much of a chameleon. I’m extremely affected by what’s 
around me, and I think I would have been miserable if I wasn’t getting my due.  I 
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am in awe of all of my peers and their ability to handle the competition and the 
ups and downs of life in New York. I don’t know how you guys do it.  At least 
when I am here I don’t read The Village Voice. I don’t know what’s going on.  The 
tree falls there and I don’t have a clue.  And that makes it possible. 
 
W:  I guess you have to be isolated from the central dance community to form 
your community.  
 
Liz:  And I think my strengths and weaknesses are definitely flip sides of each 
other.  I think I am very good at self initiation; I can really keep things going. I am 
probably less good at being a part of other people’s environments. Even now, I 
take enormous pleasure and pride in seeing the evolution of these ideas.  But I get 
my sense of pride not so much from what’s happening in the dance world, but by 
observing parallel constructions in other worlds.  
 
W:  What do you mean, “parallel constructions?” 
 
Liz:  I think that what I am doing in the dance world is exactly what’s going on in 
the religious communities.  Almost every mainline institution is going through 
huge changes, in part because of the very things I’ve been battling in the art world.  
It’s been hard to be in the art world when you battle it as much as I have, but a 
certain amount of my drive comes from the battle.  
 
W:  I think being in the dance field is itself a battle against the art world because 
we don’t have a product that we sell.  I guess we have a different way of selling.  
So what are the parallels in the religious community? 
 
Liz:  One of the things I’ve been saying to modern dancers over the years is: If 
you humiliate people with your expertise they are gonna stop coming. And that’s 
what has happened to churches and synagogues. It’s going to happen to medicine.  
Alternative medicine is all about people participating in their own health. All this 
work in these mega churches is because the rabbis and the priests who run those 
places have stepped down from the beam.  They’ve come down and they say, “I 
am in a relationship with you.” They didn’t say, “I know, and you don’t know.”  I 
feel that my work is a part of that.  
 
W:  This is happening with education too. I know from the Bank Street school, 
where my son goes, the whole thing is interactive, and not just filling you up with 
facts. Have you read Freire? 
 
Liz:  I can’t get through it; it’s too dense for me.  
 
W:  He talks about the old way of education being like putting money in the bank. 
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The students are the bank, and you just deposit the information in there. And he is 
saying it has to be interactive, the person getting educated has to take part.   
 
Liz:  Which is also the difference between “outreach” and community 
engagement. A lot of the art world is now catching on, but they’re doing outreach 
as opposed to community engagement.  It’s very different.  The outreach model is 
“I know and you don’t know; I’ll bring you what I know.”  In community 
engagement, there’s a much more delicate give and take that goes on.  
 
W:  A lot of dance companies, like Lula Washington, are doing community 
activity. I think you’ve been a big influence.  How do you feel your influence 
within the dance world?   
 
Liz:  I think you see that in the nature of how much of our generation [of 
choreographers] work collaboratively with our dancers.4   We are part of this huge 
change, and some of it is anti-authoritarian, and some of it is women saying, This 
is a totally uncomfortable model for me, the “You move here and do this.  Oh 
that’s great.” It’s just alien.  
 
W:  Do you know how the Grand Union, the great improvisation group of the 
1970s, got started?  It was Yvonne Rainer, who had started her own group, who 
said, “I can’t be the leader anymore.” She pulled out, and then they created this 
incredible improvisation group made up of strong individuals within a collective. 
 
Liz:  It’s really changing out there.   
 
W: It’s very positive. 
 
Liz: I think it is.  What I’ve been telling people lately is, though, the change has 
already happened. Others may dig in their heels, but it’s changed.  Now what we 
are trying to figure out is how to live in it. Here’s the way I describe it: Here’s the 
Kennedy Center up here [puts one hand upward], and here’s my nursing home 
down here with all the really good stuff (puts other hand below).  Some people 
have simply wanted to switch, and say, “Now it’s all going to look like this” 
[switches position of hands].  That would be death; it would be horrible.  So what 
we are trying to do is this: (puts hands side by side on one horizontal plane).  
 

 
4 Many choreographers of our generation, including Lerman and myself, use the movement 
making abilities of the dancers in the choreographic process. This not only adds movement that 
the person in charge did not think of, but it also enlivens the performance demeanor, as the 
dancers then have more of an attachment to the material. 
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W:  And it would be equal, side by side. 
 
Liz:  This is what has happened, I think, a shift in professionalism, a shift in 
hierarchy. The problem is we don’t know how to live here. That is why we’re 
coming up with the kinds of questions we have about quality, and the boundaries 
are getting so blended that people don't know what's what.  That's what I think the 
first part of the next century is about: How are we going to be here? That’s why 
much of my own talking now is about embracing the contradictions.  The nursing 
home and the Kennedy Center are part of our lives.  Being in community and 
demanding time completely by myself to make work that no one else will 
understand, are both true.   
 
W:  It’s a different idea of what an artist is.  I always think of Samuel Beckett 
because he was so true to himself, so in himself.  The plays came out of himself, 
and then the world looked at his work and said “Whoa, this is interesting.”   As 
artists we try to be that pure original individual, and you’re saying that you can 
also make art in a collective situation. 
 
Liz:  You know, I do so much better in dialogue than I do in monologue. For me 
the ideas spring from interaction and conversation. I still maintain a right to mold 
it, to shape it.  It wouldn't interest me, like it did Beckett, to be so alone.  I’m not 
very good at that, but many artists are. What I resented is the hierarchy that says 
that’s a better artist than the artist who works in dialogue. Of course, some artists 
can do that, and some of us do something else.  It would be a much richer place if 
we could see these different ways of working. I think the talk of individual genius 
is a little suspect.  You have to look at it a lot more. It didn’t just come out of 
nothing.  
 
W:  Were you ever affected by the Living Theater or any other theater group? 
 
Liz:  I was much more affected by my reading at that time, specifically about Dada 
and the Russian Avant Garde.  I saw a Marcel Duchamp show recently at the 
Walker Art Center in Minneapolis.  I think he is a real community artist.  It would 
be really interesting for me to claim him as an antecedent and to show people...  
 
W: (laughing) 
 
Liz:  Remember he did all that chess stuff, and he set it up so people could play 
chess while something else was going on, just taking an object like a toilet and set 
it up and say “See.”  
 
W:  They call that “found objects.” 
 



      Perron       68 

Liz:   This is like me using dogs in a performance. But see that’s such a deep strain 
of working in the communities.  Do you see the beauty of those 16-year-old girls 
standing at out there?  Or when you do this with your dog, if I put the right music 
on, do you see that this is dance? 
 
W:  In the partnership of Merce Cunningham and John Cage, Cage was like 
Duchamp saying that any sound can be music. With Merce, theoretically yes, but 
in practice his work is very virtuosic dance.  But when Judson Dance Theater 
happened in the early 1960s, they did that in practice too: Any movement can be 
dance. At least in New York, that’s where all that came from — embracing found 
objects and found movement at Judson.  
 
Liz:  Which is what I felt gave me the strength to do old people stuff.  In the 
beginning, I thought of them as found.  I thought of them as an amazing collage.  
 
W:  Are there any political issues that you are still active in, separate from this all-
encompassing building? Do you ever call a Congressman?  Are you an activist in 
any way? 
 
Liz:  I’m not so much an activist any more in political ways. But I am involved in 
education reform policy because of my daughter being in public school.  That 
takes a certain amount of effort. 
 
W:  Were there issues that you were involved in 20 years ago? 
 
Liz:  I think Civil Rights and Vietnam were probably the turning points, and 
maybe feminism.  Anna, my daughter, and I still go on women’s marches.  When 
she was very young I took her down to the mall, and I said, “Look at all these 
women.  This protest is about being in charge of your own body.”  The next day, I 
said, “Honey put your jacket on.”  And she said, “I am in charge of my own body. 
No!”  She was three or something. 
 
Wendy:  [laughter] You did a piece about the military budget and about 
censorship, with the question, “What is obscene?  Is it obscene to spend two 
billion on a B-2 Bomber?”  What was the title of that piece? 
 
Liz:  The Docu-dances were in the 80s, and the last one I made was in about 1991.  
The Docu-dances were a series of dances where I took political themes and made 
dances specifically about political action, or ideas that people would say are 
political.  The first one was about why you are not supposed to do politics and art, 
why that’s a bad thing. It’s very funny. The second one was about David 
Stockman’s article about Reaganomics. That was also very funny. There is a lot of 
civil rights stuff in there too. The third was the defense budget and other military 
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matters; that was in ’83. Then I did one about Star Wars, which we only 
performed briefly.  
 
W:  Well, you can do it again because they just revoted it in — and a landslide at 
97-3! 
 
Liz:  I just thought about that recently. That dance started at my house, and I took 
people on a walk, on stage, down to the White House. And then I flipped it three 
miles straight up. Then I started talking about the satellites we had launched and 
what they were doing.  That piece was about the battle with the NEA [National 
Endowment for the Arts].  I got an NEA grant, which I used for the costumes.  So 
we had mock senators come in and say you have to give the money back, so we 
had to strip.  
   I feel that my evolution as a political person — you’re right to relate it to the 
building of the Dance Exchange — is also because of a shift in my thinking about 
the nature of political action.  The issues that began to take over for me are 
probably issues of race and identity as a major question in American life. There is 
a whole period when that consumed almost everything that I was working on, as it 
was also related to our community projects. So there was a lot of work around how 
we’re going to cross cultures and come to know each other.  I began to see that 
political change could also take place at a very personal level and that maybe 
that’s where it had to take place. Part of my work was about community building 
or getting people to see each other differently inside their institutions.  For 
example, people in nursing homes who have been in the same room together for 
15 years but know nothing about each other, whose lives would be transformed by 
one dance class. So I began to put a lot of my aspirations for political change 
inside cultural change. Now this institution reflects that.  Whether I’ll stay there or 
not, I don’t know. Whether I’ll come back to my more political views like my 
father’s, I don’t know.  
 
W:  You go across class boundaries too.  I remember a project you talked about 
with construction workers. What was the title of that piece? 
 
Liz: “The Bobcat Ballet.”  Actually I consider it part of “Hallelujah” now because 
it was the first one of the Hallelujahs.  I think there are going to be a whole bunch 
of them.  We just did some with people who train dogs.  
 
W:  Tell me what the “Hallelujah” is.  
 
Liz: This is the project I’m working on now. The idea is to work in communities 
and ask people what they want to be in praise of and to use the processes to let 
people come together.  I’m thinking of Hallelujah as the celebration of endurance, 
not just a party. It’s a way of seeing something light in our lives. It is actually 
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interesting to be organizing people about those kinds of themes instead of the 
darker themes of how our history is crossed, like You’ve had a terrible history, and 
I’ve had a terrible history. 
 
W:  When you started dancing with older people, were there any models for you to 
do what you wanted to do? 
 
Liz:  I drew some strength from Anna Halprin, partly because I had this funny 
little attachment to her and partly because of the work that she had been doing in 
healing, although I was less inclined to describe my work that way, certainly at the 
beginning. 
 
W:  She did a real medical healing with her own cancer. Have you seen her since 
you were three? 
 
Liz:  She wrote the forward to my book in 1975.  She came to our concert in 1991 
or ‘92 in San Francisco.  My perception was she had left the dance world.  I was 
determined to keep one leg in the dance world and one leg in all these other 
worlds.  I’d just straddle that like crazy and keep letting them inform each other.  I 
thought that she had chosen not to do that, as had many of the people who had 
inspired me in the theatre world. 
 
W:  Like who? 
 
Liz:  Like when I went to Alternate Routes the first time in 1980, which is where I 
met Jon Spelman, my husband. I came across a lot of theatre companies, Roadside 
Theatre was one of them and the Road Company was another.  There was an 
interesting blend of contemporary dancers doing political thematic work, often in a 
collective process, and people who were doing social change work.  And I kept 
insisting that for me it wasn’t the way to work.  So I asked Anna if she missed the 
dance world, and she.. 
 
W:  She said, “I am the dance world.” 
 
Liz:  She laughed at me. “Are you kidding?  Miss them?  No, no.”  And I see 
myself now, 51, still fighting with the dance world, still feeling disconnected. And 
I sometimes think that someday someone will say to me, “You know you’re not 
really in the dance world; do you miss it?” 
 
W:  She also probably couldn’t have done in New York what she did in California.  
 
Liz:  I think that’s right.  That’s why I always counsel people to leave New York. 
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W:  One of Anna Halprin’s fundamental beliefs is that anybody can dance.  
Wasn’t her teacher Margaret D’Houbler in Wisconsin? 
 
Liz:  Yes.  Even though I am from Milwaukee, I never studied with her.  Her 
writing is quite interesting. 
 
W:  I think your belief is similar to that: Anyone can dance. 
 
Liz:  But the paradox to that, and the contradiction to sustaining it, is that anyone 
can dance, but only some people can be professional dancers. 
 
W:  How do you think you’ve been most effective? What changes have you made 
in people’s lives?  It doesn’t seem as if you’ve changed policy, but you have 
changed attitudes. Or maybe you are part of a larger change of attitude. 
 
Liz:  I am quite curious myself. I think in some circles, the aspect of my work that 
has been most important is the ideas.  In that sense I liken myself to John Cage.  
His ideas were incredibly important, maybe more so than his music. But theory 
and practice are completely connected.  Even to the people who say my ideas 
matter the most, I say Yes, but without the dancing, or without the making of the 
art, there would be no ideas. I think that the critical audience could easily sweep 
my work way off to the side.  But I can’t account then for the thousands of people 
who come to my concerts and leave totally different, crying, or saying, “This is 
what I have been missing!”  I wish the dance writers knew this.  
 
W:  And then because of that, you have a lot of people coming to the school, 
right?  
 
Liz:  The school is doing pretty well, not great, but it’s starting out.  I’m frustrated 
at the critics’ notion that if you are nice then you can’t be rigorous; if you are 
inclusive then you can’t possibly be demanding. If you believe that everybody can 
dance, then you can’t be a good dance company.  How do you break through?  I 
think their thinking is so impoverished that all they can imagine me doing is this. 
They can’t imagine the world in which I want the best possible dancer on stage 
athe same time that I want this fabulous old person.  
 
W:  I also think it is an aesthetic change. And I liken it to this: everybody wants 
their sheets to be pure white. But with environmental awareness, it can change.  If 
you get organic cotton, it’s not pure white. If you don’t bleach it, it’s not pure 
white.  You can come around to saying, “Well I like it when it’s not bright white.  
I like it when my clothes don’t have bleach in them.  Or, I like performers who 
don’t get their leg up to here, with their hair tied back in a bun.  This is an 
aesthetic choice.  I think it’s beautiful that old people are on stage.  It’s not only 
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socially good, it’s also beautiful.  You, Liz, are also making an artistic statement 
and I think that takes a long time to change.  
 
Liz:  I agree.  When I drop my contact lenses, I sometimes take the other one out 
and put it down so I can see what it looks like on the floor. I feel like a lot of dance 
writers are like that.  “This is what dance looks like to me, I already put one eye 
out there.  So I can’t see anything but that.”  For finding contact lenses it’s very 
fruitful, but for finding other things, it’s better not to be so sure what you’re 
looking for.   
 
W:  Do you try to keep your prices down?  
 
Liz:  Oh yeah.  I don’t think we do it enough. Not lately. We had a rebate system 
for one concert where, if you didn’t like the concert, you could ask for one, two, or 
three dollars back when you left.  And you got to give more money if you thought 
it was worth more. Sometimes people feel trapped by what they paid.  We just said 
that if you wanted your money back, you’d have to explain why you wanted it 
back.  
 
W:   I want to go back to the race and identity thing that you said was consuming 
you. I wonder if it had to do with neighborhood, or maybe the schools. 
 
Liz:  It goes way, way back to my father’s deepest political concerns, which were 
about race.  Just before he died, it was the one thing he talked about. He had no 
idea that racism in this country would be so pernicious, so incredibly intense.  I am 
enough a child of the times and of my father that these racial issues are basically 
black and white. I am working hard to arrive at some kind of resolution, or 
evolution, of these issues. I think being a woman made these issues very 
important. Being a Jew also did. But it was the old people [in my company] who 
taught me processes and structures for doing this. There are all kinds of issues.  
They said for example, that the old people need time to be by themselves 
sometimes, and the young people to be by themselves.  We don't want to be 
together all the time — yuck.  It is perfectly all right to pull apart and, in fact 
essential to our well being. Of course sometimes I just want to be with Jews, or 
just with moms, but I have the freedom to make that choice.  How do we make 
room for that kind of freedom?  Moving from the microcosm of our little company 
to the larger communities, a lot of those processes struck home and continue to 
give me some confidence that we could keep working on those things.  
 
W:  I am seeing some of these issues in my child’s school.  Liz, if you had a 
utopia, what would it be like?   
 
Liz:  Well, I would say one would be what we were discussing, that people would 
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have the freedom to enjoy their various identities in their own way of integrating 
them, and the freedom to move out into the world accordingly. Two hundred years 
ago, you and I, being Jewish women, would have had a proscribed existence. We 
would have had no choice.  
 
W:  There are Jewish women today who have no choice!  My building has lots of 
Orthodox Jews. Every single one wears a wig, and they have lots of kids. There is 
very little choice in those fundamentalist communities.  
 
Liz:  Read this book called Rachel’s Daughter, about liberal women who have 
chosen orthodox communities. It’s very intense.  
  Another utopia would be that people would feel confident in their ability to 
be creative. They wouldn’t need people like me to keep telling them, You can do 
it.  And at the same time those few among us who impose on ourselves this rigor 
to develop ourselves to the fullest, would not feel pulled back by those who don’t 
want to go that far. That would be quite amazing. And really it’s the struggle of 
our school.  How do you have nurture and rigor in the same institution?  If I could 
figure that one out.... I  think another one would be that people would have homes.  
It feels to me the globe is just nothing but people trying to find a home.  
 
W:  It’s true.  Kosovo, Israel also. 
 
Liz:  Another thing that drives me crazy: Why is it that people have to put others 
down when they are uncomfortable?  I just don’t get it.  It doesn’t matter whether 
they are old, children young, black people, rich people. I have not seen a 
community that does not do that.  “I’m uncomfortable so I have to put you down.”    
 
W:  I think there is a certain element of human nature in that.   But there is a lack 
of awareness about it that makes history go back and do it again and again.  
 
Liz:  I do these participatory sessions in the Jewish community on Friday nights.  I 
get up there and say, “OK, play by the rules.  You have to do it.  Or, if you decide 
not to do it, you have to at least breathe and put a pleasant countenance on your 
face.”  And it is amazing how many people say this is incredible.  They might 
laugh, but it gives them something to do.  They know that if they don’t, they won’t 
destroy it for the rest of the group. 
 
W:  That’s really great. Say a little bit more about your work with Jewish 
communities.  
 
Liz:  It’s very political.  This change is ultimately about participation.  To me the 
biggest obstacles to participation are wealth and status. If I go to poor 
neighborhoods, I have no trouble getting participation. You can go anywhere and 
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people are eager. 
 
W:  Even if you are a white person going alone? 
 
Liz:  I have been able to do that. It has a lot to do with how I say hello to people, 
and how I greet people.  And yes, someone will say, “Who is this white woman?” 
By and large I don’t find that to be the case. In disenfranchised communities, 
participation is not a problem. When you go to communities where wealth and 
status are the central organizing principle of the community, participation gets 
harder and harder. 
 
W:  Why? 
 
Liz:  I think they have a fear of dropping off the pedestal, a fear of failure. The 
ability to judge is huge. 
 
W:  Maybe because they have a sense of having so much to lose, whereas the poor 
communities don’t have anything to lose. 
 
Liz:  But it has really been interesting. What I have been learning is how to work 
with the power base — Boards of Directors, political people. If we want to really 
change our country then the people who are going to have to change are the upper 
middle class, of whom liberal progressives form a large portion.  We are the 
problem; we’re not the solution. We have to change. And that’s why I think my 
work in the Jewish community ultimately may be the most political work I’m 
doing right now.  
 
W:  Do you feel like it is the artist’s responsibility to help make those changes 
happen, or do you feel like artists can define themselves however they want? 
 
Liz:  If you want to have a life as an artist, you’re going to need to change some 
institution somewhere, because the existing institutions that are set up to serve 
artists don’t. Look at the critical press; look at the way the presenters pick. If I 
waited for presenters to pick me, forget it. 
 
W:  You go out and find them. 
 
Liz:  I work with them; I help them raise money. I convince them that we are in a 
mission together. So it isn’t so much that it’s my responsibility, it’s that I want to 
live my life, and this is one way to live it. Also, in the end, creating change for me 
may be more interesting than the product of the change, and I know not everybody 
feels that way. So that’s one thing.   
 Secondly, the pendulum just swung.  For a long time it was way out over 
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here, Samuel Beckett.  Now the pendulum’s swinging over here to where everyone 
will be an artist.  All people will be creative and one day my great great great 
granddaughter will wake up and say, “This is dumb. I know that if I spend more 
time just painting, and that if nobody bugged me, and I didn’t have to fulfill 
somebody’s...” and the pendulum will start back again.  And I’ll be on her side 
cause she'll be on the side of change and progress.  I just am part of the pendulum 
moving away from this individual artist idea toward this integration. And there is a 
point at which the integration will get prescribed.  It’ll be boring, awful, and 
someone better change it then.  
 
W:  It will be institutionalized.  
 
W & Liz: Thank You. 



      Perron       76 

Brad McCallum: Crafting Vessels for Voices 

As I approached the Bronx Museum of the Arts looking for Brad McCallum’s 

installation “Witness: Perspective on Police Violence,” I saw that part of it was 

outside the museum on the sidewalk. I spotted McCallum working on one of the 

boxes, trying to fix the audio component inside it.  A young African American 

man walked toward us and asked, “Is this the show about police brutality?”  Brad, 

looking like a maintenance worker, said “Yes.”  I added, “Yeah, and he’s the 

artist!”  at which point the young man extended his hand to Brad.  “Thanks man.” 

 A visual artist rooted in the crafts tradition, Brad McCallum has been 

mounting public works for about ten years.  His installation incorporates issues of 

homelessness, gun violence and police brutality, but he does not see his work as 

“message art.”  Like Lerman, he straddles the art world and community activism, 

getting attention in both. I met him when he was artist in residence with the New 

York Civil Liberties Union — a first and only position.  About three years ago, I 

attended a preliminary meeting of the NYCLU’s Campaign to Stop Police 

Brutality.  The NYCLU wanted to show that they would work to stop police 

brutality on all fronts, including art.  In order to acquaint the gathering with his 

work, McCallum gave a slide presentation of his 1996 installation in Hartford, 

Connecticut, “The Manhole Cover Project: A Gun Legacy.” 

 “The Manhole Cover Project” was done outside the Wadsworth Atheneum 

to comment on its indoor exhibit, which celebrated Colt manufactures and their 

contributions to the financial and civic well being of the city of Hartford. 

McCallum had melted down metal from confiscated guns and molded them as 

manhole covers.  He then placed them on low shelves to show that they would 

soon be installed in the streets.  These covers had the words “Made from 172 lbs. 

of your confiscated guns” imprinted on them.  In addition, voices of victims of gun 

violence were played in the vicinity.  The result was an art show that possessed a 
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certain sculptural mass and at the same time brought attention to the tragedy of 

lives lost from gun violence.  As he describes in the interview, he garnered support 

from both medical and political factions of the city in order to mount the show.   

   I was taken with the intersection between art and social cause.  Clearly he 

was a trained artist, using materials in an aesthetic way.  And equally clearly, he 

was dedicated to the cause of violence prevention. 

 An earlier piece, “Shroud: Mothers’ Voices, A Memorial for Victims of 

Gun Violence in New Haven” (1992) had been the first to incorporate voices of 

other people.   Viewers heard the recorded voices of mothers whose children had 

died of gun violence.  Another element was a series of silk shrouds hanging from 

above, with faces of the mothers and names of their dead children imprinted on 

them.  So the viewers walked through a forest of silk shrouds while listening to 

these voices.  In a different way from Boal, McCallum includes the voices of a 

wide range of people.  A catalog essay by Dan Cameron claims that the piece 

“became something of a local sensation, provoking discussion of gun violence at 

the highest and lowest levels of a public discourse and traveling to other sites 

within the state, including a prison.”  The voices represent both participation and 

witnessing.  

 McCallum’s grounding in crafts gave him a sense of purposefulness that 

imbues his work today.  In the interview he recalls a teacher who made clay pots 

that were also portraits.  The idea of an object as a vessel for the human spirit has 

evolved in his work into new ways of imbuing objects with a life process.  The 

recorded voices are used as one of his artistic materials.  Further, he extends this 

idea of an individual speaking through the art object to a community speaking 

through an art work.  In “Shroud,” he built a community through personal 

testimony. 

 McCallum holds to some traditional definitions of art: art as a careful 
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aesthetic construction with detailed attention to the use of materials; art as a new 

way to look at something familiar; and art as something that endures.  The critic 

Kent Bloomer contends that there is an aspect of McCallum’s work that is so 

traditional as to be ancient.  “I propose that Brad McCallum realizes the art of the 

ancient architect who was charged with the responsibility of making memorials 

and guaranteeing immortality.  The treasures at Delphi, the Gothic tombs, and 

early American graveyards were and still are such places0” (7).   

 But McCallum embraces another idea of art as well.  He calls his work a 

tool for advocacy, a platform from which to examine civic problems.  He talks 

about his role as artist shifting away from being the one who has the singularity of 

vision to the one who edits a plurality of voices.  He shares this view with Liz 

Lerman, who regards the voices and movements of her dancers to be as important 

as her own. 

 The elements of participation and witnessing are inseparable in 

McCallum’s work.  He engages the stories of victims of gun violence and police 

brutality in his installations.  He allows these otherwise marginalized people to 

have a voice.  The telling of the stories is used as an aural component, woven 

together with formal components such as spatial and structural considerations.  His 

work both provides an art experience and raises social consciousness. 

 In the interview, McCallum talks about the active listening of the viewers 

who participate.  (Here, he is like Boal, and even a bit like Brecht.)  Even those 

who are bystanders participate.  During the call box tour of “Witness,” he hired a 

video crew to record the response of spectators.  The resulting video became part 

of the installation at the Bronx Museum of the Arts, which housed the last stage of 

this project.  The video reveals a range of responses, from people who identified 

with the victims to those who defended the police.  My favorite is a young boy at 

the Bedford Avenue site who says, comparing “Witness” to more conventional art,  
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“They tell you about a painting, but they don’t tell you the reason for the painting.  

This [“Witness”] is like a painting, but it’s not the kind of thing that’s only in your 

mind.  It’s from the heart.” 

  Despite locating his work in the area of violence prevention, which in my 

mind fits into the category of social change, McCallum does not consider 

resistance to be a primary element of his work.  I was surprised to learn that he 

feels he is presenting both sides of a case rather than arguing for one position and 

against another.  For instance, in the installation of the call box tour, he included 

statements from police officers, implying sympathy for them, as well as from 

victims of police brutality.  He wants the viewer to actively listen to both sides and 

to come to her or his own conclusion.  Resistance is not as central to McCallum as 

are witnessing and participating.  Regarding resistance, he is more aware of the 

resistance against his work rather than his own resistance.  

 In my view, however, the process of his coming to this point involved 

another kind of resistance — his own resistance to the standard definition of the 

artist.  He still identifies with being an artist — of crafting his materials into an 

aesthetic whole — but he engages a sociological component as well.  He wants to 

understand what goes on in other neighborhoods, not only the neighborhoods 

where art is well-received.  And he wants to engage people in projects that may 

ultimately help change policy to their own benefit.  He possesses a strong class 

consciousness and a keen awareness of the growing menace of violence in our 

society, from all quarters.  These pieces perfectly integrate his artistic interests 

with his desire for social change. 
 

Interview with Brad McCallum 

 
Note: I conducted this interview in March, 2001 in McCallum’s loft in Brooklyn. 
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W: When did you decide to be a visual artist? 
 
Brad: The beginning of my identifying being a visual artist came through the back 
door of making crafts.  A little before high school, I started working as a 
ceramicist, and by the time I was maybe a sophomore in high school, I had a 
production ceramics company.  I ended up taking courses at the University of 
Wisconsin in photography, and then ceramics and sculpture.  My interest slowly 
moved from doing production-ware to trying to create ceramic sculpture and then 
sculpture itself.  So it was fairly early in my coming up that I knew I wanted to be 
an artist, and wanted to make things, and make sculpture.  So I think it’s 
interesting having a craft background, a foundation in making vessels, making 
forms really based in a very Bauhaus tradition.  Even my undergraduate studies 
were focused on very formal aspects of making sculpture.  
 
W: Bauhaus being functional? 
 
Brad: Bauhaus being not only functional, but this merge between form and 
function.  Philosophically that was a real important period of time. 
 
W: Say a little more about the craft connection. 
 
Brad: There is a sense of purposefulness in what you’re making.  There’s a 
consideration of the user and the way in which they make the work a part of their 
daily life.  That consideration is part of the aesthetic, not separate from it.  So I 
think that consideration has informed the work I do now, which certainly has a 
utility and a function.   
 The work that I did early on, the sculptural work that was not necessarily 
working from a craft tradition, but very much working from a formal orientation, 
where it was the materials that were speaking about the materials and about the 
space — reductive in that sense — continues to influence the work that’s going on 
now.  While addressing issues of social and political relevance, it’s easy to lose 
sight of a formal discipline in the craft of making an object, and establishing a 
presence.  Unless you establish that presence, then you ultimately lose the range of 
your audience.  You may have an audience that continues to follow the work cause 
they're of like minds.  But I think in order to effectively engage a diverse audience 
and impact some degree of change, you need to be attentive to the fundamentals of 
making.   
 
W: Did you have any models for that when you were at Yale Art School?  Were 
there any teachers or artists that you were looking at who made this combination 
you are talking about? 
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Brad: No.  The path that I’m on now began at the culmination of a number of 
different crossroads.  One was a course taught by Suzi Gablik.  She had just 
finished Has Modernism Failed?  when she was teaching at VCU, and was 
beginning to work on a first chapter of her next book, The Re-enchantment of Art.  
She had raised a lot of questions in the way she taught the seminar course, which 
was really structured around the same questions that she raised in the book Has 
Modernism Failed?. 
 
W: That was a fantastic book.  This was at VCU — Virginia Commonwealth 
University?  You were an undergraduate there?  
 
Brad: It was a graduate seminar, but she let me sneak in, which was wonderful.  
That established a friendship.  I also took six months to travel and be away from 
the art school environment.  I came back and really began to struggle with 
questions like, What does it mean to be making?  What kinds of things do I want 
to be making?  How do I take some of these questions that I think are paramount, 
and make sense of them?  I spent a lot of time in the museums looking at the 
greatest works that have been created and felt really disheartened.  I had looked at 
the way in which people were viewing work and it became clear that the way in 
which 99% of the people viewed the work — this work that was deemed the most 
important work of the ages — was really a pattern of recognition.  So for the 
general public it wasn't about discovery or new experience. 
 
W: What were they recognizing? 
 
Brad: They would walk down through gallery after gallery and they would stop at 
the “Mona Lisa,” or they would stop at Botticelli’s “Birth of Venus.”  They would 
stop at paintings that seemed familiar.  It was more about a pilgrimage to confirm 
what they already knew than it was about new experience. 
 
W: Do you think this is also true of modern art?  Like looking at a Dan Flavin or 
an Ellsworth Kelly?  Was the pattern of recognition what people saw? 
 
Brad: I think that continues to be true, to a large degree.  I think in some cases, no.  
Artists like Richard Serra continue to engage people in the experience of the work.  
They’re awed by the presence [of his work].  It may often be less the case now.  
Certainly, with the advent of the blockbuster modern art exhibitions, there might 
be a little bit of a difference in the way in which people take in things.  But it's the 
time we live in now.  Even I have a hard time really having a sense of experience 
in the presence of much work.  When I came back from Europe, I thought about 
how to redefine the relationship between the audience and the work.  How can the 
process of making the work be collaborative or be participatory in some way?  The 
first piece I made, returning, has in some way set a model for continued activity.  
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It was a piece called “Self-Portrait in New York City at Times Square and the East 
Village.”  During a weekend visit to New York, I asked 98 different people to 
make a drawing of me on 8 1/2" by 11" sheets of paper.  There was an incredibly 
wide range of execution.  I mounted them to a canvas and sanded through the 
white spaces on the paper so that the tone of the underpainting would come 
through.  What you ended up with was a tiled surface of these 98 different 
drawings of me, but not done by me, but done by me.  And that process of seeking 
a broad range of people, soliciting their participation as part collaborator, part 
subject, part bearers of content, continues to be, in some cases, what I am doing.  
 
W: When do you feel you had an awakening of social consciousness?  Was it 
before your works about violence, or did it come with working on craft, or did it 
come with this new sense of how the audience could be engaged?  I guess you 
could answer that either in terms of what Dan Cameron called your 
“preoccupation with violence” or any kind of social consciousness.  When can you 
trace that back to in your life? 
 
Brad: I think people's lives are informed by patterns that repeat.  The beginning of 
someone's interest and preoccupation is really hard to pinpoint, with those 
exceptions when someone has a traumatic experience, or something that impacts 
their life in a way that can be clearly marked as a shift or a change.  Certainly a lot 
of the people and families that I have worked with have had those kinds of 
experiences.  The trauma of their personal experience have shaped the way they 
live, and they need to make the shift from survivor or victim to advocate.  The 
work I'm doing is not motivated from a personal experience, or can be pinpointed 
in the sense of transformative, but more informed through a subtle sense of 
patterning and interest and attention.  It goes back to early decisions of whether or 
not to do art or therapy or social work. 
 
W: Was therapy a possibility?  Was it a possibility that you might do social work? 
 
Brad: Yeah, those interests were there from middle school or grade school.  I don't 
know — they're just there.  It wasn't the path that I chose in a direct sense.  Was 
there one particular moment when I started making this kind of work?  No.  There 
was a series of ceramics work I did that were urns, and it was based on the same 
kind of tradition that my teacher had learned from his teacher, who had learned 
from his teacher, of making ceramic vessels that were “people pots.”  That's what 
they refer to them as — pots.  They had clues or indications that made you realize 
that this had the spirit of a person, and that it worked out of a tradition of urn-
making that is ancient. 
 
W: Ancient in what culture? 
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Brad: In many cultures you see those pots showing up. 
 
W: Are they pots that would be made after the person would die, in order to 
replicate the person's spirit? 
 
Brad: In some cases, I think it's taken place that way.  When I first made these 
pots, it wasn't as specific.  But my teacher has continued to work on that series, 
and has made pots for individuals prior to their death, so that he would be able to 
take the ash from their death and have it be part of the glazing process.  It's kind of 
morbid, it's kind of dark, but there's a connection between what you're making and 
the life process. 
 
W: My next question is about stories — how you engage people's stories, and how 
you use them in different ways in your work.  It sounds like the idea of being a 
social worker and hearing people's stories and doing it through art has always been 
there. 
 
Brad: It has.  I did a series of works when I first came back from Europe that, like 
the "Self Portrait in New York City," were involved in this engagement and 
interaction with other people.  It wasn't so much about recording their stories, but 
soliciting their participation.  In that process I learned a great deal about the 
person.  So much of what made that exciting for me was the social interaction that 
took place.   
 The piece that was the most transformative in terms of oral history and 
testimony as being a material to work with was "Shroud: Mothers’ Voices."  That 
was the first time that I actually took a tape recorder, like you're doing here, and 
engaged someone else in a conversation.  The work was inspired by an article I 
read in the New Haven Journal.  It was a memorial to victims who had died from 
gun violence.  It was one or two paragraphs, and each paragraph, in a very 
succinct way, tried to establish a level of victimization.  So it would give details as 
to whether or not the child who was killed was a straight-A student, a scholarship 
basketball player, an innocent bystander, or whether they had an arrest record, had 
been involved with dealing drugs, or had dropped out of school.  So you read the 
one- or two-sentence biographical sketch of the victim, and you realize that the 
article is trying to establish whether or not the victim was somewhat responsible 
for their own death.  And it seemed like absolutely the wrong approach to take 
when trying to acknowledge these young lives lost.  That article, which also gave 
the addresses for each victim, was the catalyst for that piece.   
 I had, throughout my experience at Yale, done work that looked at the 
relationship between the “town and the gown,” to look at how those two 
environments played off of each other.  I tried to find ways of creating an 
awareness within the Yale campus of New Haven, and to find ways to let New 
Haven into Yale.  While I was trying to research and think about the thesis, this 
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article appeared.  It prompted the work.  The process of the work was going to the 
doors and the addresses [given in the article] and “cold calling” — not phoning 
ahead, but just door-to-door pitching.  I explained that I was in my graduate 
studies and I was working on a memorial to victims of gun violence and that I 
would like their family to participate and if they chose to participate, this is how 
they would do it. 
  
W: I want to ask you how the families felt about participating.  This is a two level 
question.  How did it change them, or what did the families get out of it?  And 
what affect do you see in your attempt to bridge those communities? 
 
Brad: At that time there hadn't been any concerted effort within the church 
community or the health services community to reach out to surviving families.  
So it became a significant work on a number of levels.  One level was as a vehicle 
to let the families know that their experience wasn't isolated.  So the connections 
that took place when the 24 families came together and realized that their 
experience was part of this larger shared experience and that there were other 
families who had been maybe at a different level of the bereavement process that 
they could speak to, and either reach back and help out, or towards for help, was I 
think was very significant.   
 There were a couple of things in the making of the work that shifted the 
responsibility of the artist.  We traditionally attribute the role of the artist as being 
that person who has the feelers out and is picking up all sorts of different types of 
information and then synthesizing that information and putting it back out from 
the artist’s point of view.  It's the artist's vision in what’s being created.  For me 
that shifted in the making of this piece.  While the work does represent my vision, 
it's also trying to honor the experience and voice of each participant in a way that 
has in some degree greater priority over my own vision.  In that sense, the role 
shifts to one we would normally attribute to an editor, who puts together a 
manuscript of different authors’ works.  The editor who puts together a manuscript 
is certainly a creative force.  Editors are shaping the experience of the work; they 
are putting their thesis forward.  But they also have an implied responsibility to the 
authorship of each contributor.  In that sense, the work I'm doing now falls within 
that rubric of responsibility. 
 
W: Because you’re this “editor” and you honor these voices, do you ever get 
criticized in the art world for not being an artist with your own vision, or not an 
artist in that traditional sense? 
 
Brad: There is no one art world.  The art world is not one singular voice, it's 
multiple.  Sometimes people have been dismissive of the work.  Or there is a sense 
of, "Oh that work is about social work,” or "That work is political," or “That work 
is motivated by a different set of criteria than what is the most relevant moment in 
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the dialectic.”  But that’s one particular response.  There have been other 
responses within the art world that completely embraced the work and saw its 
ability to function on multiple levels to multiple audiences.  They have 
experienced the work and seen that the work holds up within the kind of criteria 
[by which] we judge other contemporary work, but functions on another level 
simultaneously.  I like that kind of response much better!  It’s difficult being in 
New York, where the art world is so commodity-driven, especially in the visual 
arts.  It provides an interesting challenge to navigate the work in such a way that it 
maintains currency.  “Currency” can be defined in so many different ways.  I'm 
thinking of a critical currency where it is part of, and acknowledged as part of, the 
significant cultural works being made in our time.  I hope that this work not only 
has an impact at the moment in which it’s being made and to its immediate 
audience, but that it lasts long enough so that it continues to be shown and 
preserved and has an impact on an audience over the long term.  One of the things 
that is very different between art making and social work, is the ability of art to 
stand the test of time.  One of the early criticisms that I faced when at Yale was, 
Well, if you wanted to make a real difference, why don't you just do this work 
directly? 
 
W: Just be a social worker or .... 
 
Brad: There were some early pieces I did that were around issues of homelessness 
and building awnings or temporary structures over park benches or heating 
shelters and… 
 
W: So what's your answer to that charge? 
 
Brad: The answer is two-fold.  I think making the art work isn't necessarily about 
fixing the problem directly, but rather about engaging in the issue in such a way 
that it creates a new way for people to look at the problems, to be equipped with 
an understanding so that they can impart a sense of effective change.  The more I 
see social workers doing the work they do, it's as important that their work be tied 
to a sense of advocacy, a sense of awareness-building, that the two aren't separate.  
I also think that what's different between making art and hiring a good PR firm, is 
that making art has the ability to engage a degree of presence, to have a cultural 
currency that will last longer than the moment in which it’s first made, to create an 
awareness of social, cultural, political experience. 
 
W: In the “Witness” installation at the Bronx Museum of the Arts, you have the 
videos of people’s reactions to the call box tour. Is that part of this effort to make 
it last longer ? 
 
Brad: It’s more the sense of . . . take “Shroud Mother's Voices.”  It’s been shown 
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numerous times nationally.  Each time it's reinstalled, it's almost as though there's 
a ritual in which the space has transformed and those voices continue to be heard.  
It's been shown in Madison, Wis., in California and Washington, D.C.  It's been 
shown at places that are defined within the art context, via museums or non-profit 
exhibitions, as well as a context like the Children's Defense Fund’s Annual 
Conference, where people are doing grassroots work around violence prevention.  
If that work is able to be placed in a cultural institution, then another hundred 
years from now it has the potential of continuing to be presented and shown.  Then 
the work itself, the cultural currency, the value we place on the work continues to 
have relevance.  The questions that are raised from the experience of the work 
may be different questions than the questions that are raised now during the 
contemporary moment.  The questions that are raised when it's shown outside of 
New Haven or Connecticut are different than the ones that are raised when it was 
first shown in Connecticut.  There is a significance to having artists who are 
making effective artwork that is simultaneously crossing that boundary and 
functioning as a tool for activism.  There is something that happens when you're 
moving between those two terrains. 
 
W: Has any of your works been used as a tool for activism by other groups? 
 
Brad: Well, I think almost all of it has. There were groups that were doing 
violence-prevention community outreach, trying to create an awareness of gang 
violence in New Haven, who learned about “Shroud,” and ended up bringing more 
people from New Haven into the Yale Art and Architectural Gallery than had ever 
been there. When I was working on the “Manhole Cover Project,” I began to look 
at developing a project that extended that sense of collaboration to involve 
institutions.  So the "Manhole Cover Project" wasn't just a project of the 
Wadsworth Atheneum, the cultural partner, but it was also a project of the 
Connecticut Childhood Injury Prevention Center.  The Injury Prevention Center 
helped provide financing for student interns to record the oral histories.  It 
provided a location to do those interviews; it provided a wealth of both direct and 
indirect support to the project.  Their commitment wasn't because they see 
themselves as cultural presenters.  It was because they advocate gun violence as a 
medical health issue.  They saw that this work would help them present the issue 
of gun violence as a medical health crisis.  I think they were right.  There was an 
Associated Press article on the front page of over 700 newspapers nationwide and 
internationally [about the project].  That kind of attention contributes to the 
cumulative affect of shifting the policy and, ultimately, shifting the public’s 
perspective and awareness. 
 
W: I want to ask you about resistance.  When you did the “Manhole Cover 
Project” in Hartford, that was a way of resisting Colt gun makers.   And when you 
wanted to do “Witness” in front of the courthouse, some officials resisted you.  
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You had gotten the permit, but they wouldn't let you do it there.  So talk about 
where resistance comes into your process. 
 
Brad: In the “Manhole Cover Project,” the resistance wasn't to Colt Armories 
Corporation's benefit.  They weren't resisting the project; they in fact gave money 
to the project.  They saw it as part of as a positive thing.  The current 
administration of that gun manufacturer sees that debate around prevention is an 
important part of the puzzle.  
 
W: I think they are ahead of the other gun companies in that they want safety locks 
and child access prevention. 
 
Brad: And they're also very rooted in having guns for military and police officers.  
Their main market isn't the Saturday night special or the urban sort of kids.... 
 
W: ......getting handguns to shoot up their schools. 
 
Brad: Right.  But there is always resistance, and part of my approach is to create 
work that doesn't present a polarized view.  The “Manhole Cover Project” didn't 
have any banners saying “Stop Gun Violence” or “Support the Brady Bill.”  The 
"Manhole Cover Project's" initial presentation took place simultaneous to the 
Atheneum's much larger decorative arts exhibition, which was showing the 
collections of Sam and Elizabeth Colt.  So inside the museum you have an 
exhibition showing the fourteen-carat diamond ring that Mrs. Colt was given from 
some emperor.  It shows their paintings and furniture, and it chronicles all of the 
different land gifts that they gave to the city as part of an endowment campaign 
and a memorial campaign.  It paid tribute to Sam as the inventor and the forbearer, 
but also to Elizabeth, who inherited the copyright when her husband died 
prematurely, and her efforts to rebuild the gun factory when it burned down during 
the Civil War.  It talks about her as the first woman industrialist.  So you have all 
of this history inside the museum that never really looks at the impact of gun 
violence today. 
 What is terrific about the museum is that the timing was just right.  The 
contemporary department was able to give support to this project, which provided 
a way of looking at the impact of gun violence today at the same time as the 
museum looked at the historical significance of this corporation and its impact on 
Hartford during its gilded age.  There was certainly resistance within the museum 
in that early planning process, like:  Are we biting the hand that's feeding us?  
What are we doing?  It was a very bold move for them to make.  With any kind of 
bold move, there is resistance.  It's expected.   
 The strongest resistance was from the Metropolitan District Commission 
(MDC), the organization that governs the use of the sewers, the waterways and the 
streets.  Our biggest fight was to see that project reach its full maturation, and have 
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the manhole covers that were made from the crucible and the gun iron not only be 
shown at the museum — all 228 manhole covers weighing 39,216 pounds, made 
from the 11,194 guns that were destroyed — but also to have that cycle be fully 
completed, and have those covers be placed in the streets.  The MDC wasn't going 
to have it.  They didn't want the public to think the water was dirtied by this gun 
iron.  They didn't want to get into the politics of this.  It took the mayor giving 
very strong support of this project and having a lot of other people coming on 
board to persuade the MDC to agree to have 100 of the 228 manhole covers sited 
[on city streets].  It took Hartford Hospital to place the first 25 manhole covers on 
the street that they owned.  That's kind of a local resistance. 
 
W: But still you engaged the whole community.  You engaged the hospital and the 
mayor; they participated in this whole thing. 
 
Brad: That's part of this process.  The studio exists in the real lived world with all 
of the kinds of experiences that anybody trying to make an idea happen, face.  I 
faced a different kind of resistance doing “Witness.”  This began from a similar 
point of view, bringing in voices from both sides of an experience, creating a work 
that wouldn't overtly politicize the issue.  The issue of police violence in New 
York is one of the most difficult issues not to politicize.  In some ways we were 
successful, but in other ways we weren’t.  Despite many efforts to reach out to 
have police officers participate in giving testimony and oral history, it was only 
those officers who were part of One Hundred Black Officers in Law Enforcement, 
the Guardians, the Latino Officers’ Association — organizations that were already 
providing a voice of resistance — who were willing to participate.  The range of 
points of view was not as great [as I would have wished].  For the first 
presentation of “Witness,” at the Cathedral St. John the Divine, we were given the 
entire sanctuary to use for the installation.  The front area was dedicated to the 
video testimonials and related documentation, creating an acoustic experience for 
the viewer.  There was a middle passage that was at the crossing, which had a 
collage of newspaper articles documenting ten years of coverage of police 
misconduct, police brutality, police violence, as well as the five call boxes.   
 The third section was a continuous rubbing — one graphite line.  In Battery 
Park City, there's a granite memorial wall to police officers killed in the line of 
duty.  We took a graphite rubbing of those names and treated it as a work on paper 
— one continuous time line of police officers.  To me it was one of the most 
significant elements in the installation, but wasn't given the same kind of critical 
attention.  You see this residue from something that already exists, and you realize 
that there are places in our city to acknowledge these lives lost.  They  have been 
valued to a point where they've been sandblasted and etched into granite.  We 
acknowledged those names, but also showed that culturally we already invest in 
these memories.  And simultaneously we presented the voices of individuals and 
families that very rarely have had their stories acknowledged in anything other 
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than a headline.   
 But going back to this notion of resistance, it’s an issue in every aspect of 
the project.  I want to acknowledge that “Witness” is a collaboration between 
myself and my wife, Jacqueline Yarry, who is African American.  She grew up in 
Buffalo not far from a police precinct that was notorious for its misconduct.  She 
had an early childhood experience of coming home from school and seeing a 
group of plain-clothed officers beating up on someone real hard. Her initial 
impulse was to run home and call 911.  The operator said “911, what's the 
emergency?” and she realized the contradiction, the dilemma.  She was calling the 
very people who were perpetrating [the violence].  Through many different 
experiences and observations, she has a profound mistrust of police. 
 
W: So it's like she's your prime witness.  The piece being called “Witness,” she 
was the witness that you really drew from. 
 
Brad: She's a central witness.  But her interest also came from [observing] my 
experience with police.  I am someone who drives too fast, is most afraid of police 
officers when I'm getting pulled over for a parking ticket, and wondered if I could 
talk my way out of this.  My own experience would never have led me to even 
consider that police would abuse their authority and trust. The work begins with a 
crossing of these different biases.  It came out of our moving to New York in the 
wake of Abner Louima’s torture, and realizing as husband-and-wife team that our 
experience and perceptions couldn't be more different in relationship to this issue.  
How can we create a work of art that does not come out in a political stance that 
says one thing or the other, but that creates an opportunity for empathy and active 
listening, so that people who don't have an understanding of what police violence 
is, can gain that.   
 The Cathedral of St. John the Divine is a sanctuary; it's protected.  It's a 
public space, but it's not governed by city permitting, which you normally need to 
present work in public space.  And the church has a history of being politically 
active, so they were willing to support this.  But it still is a sanctuary; it's still a 
space that people go to think and listen and reflect on and to ask the unanswerable 
questions — the why’s. To Jackie and me, that is the ultimate intent in creating 
“Witness” — to create a presence that is so strong that people experience the work 
from the broadest perspective, so that there is a moment in which they’re asking 
these unanswerable questions. 
 
W: Besides asking themselves these questions, did it engage them in dialogue?  
What kind of discussion happened among people observing this? 
 
Brad: It's huge. The second phase of the project was the call box tour, which you 
know from the exhibition [at the Bronx Museum of the Arts].  In both experiences 
the work engaged the public in really listening to the voice and experience of 
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another person — whether that's the voice of police officers talking about the 
complexity of their job, the prejudice and racism that exists within the police 
force, the difficulty of bringing reform to the institution itself, or whether it is the 
parents and children who have been traumatically impacted by police brutality, 
whether it's youth who are talking about their own experiences.  Ultimately we 
created a space of intimacy so that you move beyond the headlines and you move 
beyond the anguish and grief of the stricken mother, the blood-stained sidewalk, 
the 100,000 people in the street protesting, and you’re able to listen to an 
individual’s memory of their son who was killed.  You listen to their coping with 
the unanswered questions, like Why?  You get insight into their efforts to bring 
about change or reform; you learn about their personal experiences as you would 
if you were talking to a friend across the kitchen table.  Making that type of 
intimate setting available is what becomes the strongest ingredient for action and 
activism.  Maybe the work is based on the belief that people, given the opportunity 
to see from another person's point of view, will somehow change and be informed 
by that.  I think the work has a fundamental belief in the role of empathy to 
change.  Some people may say that's naive, but other people may say that's right 
on.  I'm not sure where it exists.   
 One moment of satisfaction for me came at the Union Square location on 
day 14 of 20 of the call box tour.  A person who just sort of stumbled by, struck 
and moved by the work, came to the public discussion we had at the Bronx 
Museum later that week.  She came up and said, “You know what?  I was trying to 
remember the name of this artwork I’d seen when I was an undergraduate at Yale 
almost ten years ago that reminded me of this work, and has maintained a lasting 
impact on my understanding of issues of violence. It was only after, that I went 
back and looked at my notes, that I realized that you are the same artist.  The work 
I was thinking of was the "Shroud" piece that you had created much earlier.”  And 
that just felt right.  Maybe in ways that you can't chronicle, there is enough 
continuity to have one spark the awareness of the other, which is great.   
  Engaging in civic dialog after the work is out is as much part of the 
responsibility of the artist as making the work.  At the cathedral there were round 
table discussions.  An educational guide was written and made available to 
teachers who were bringing in students.  There was a performance that brought 
together other artists who had done work around other issues of policing. 
 
W: Who did the performance? 
 
Brad: Patricia Williams, who is known as a lawyer and The Nation commentator, 
did a work with Oliver Lake, who is a saxophonist.  They've developed this duet 
that is based on one of her writings.  It's phenomenal and she had previewed that at 
the Institute on Arts and Civic Dialog [in Boston], where we met.  Other artists 
were Michael Ladd, Amani Azuri, John Jesurun, Jessica Caramour, Sharif 
Simmons.  We had Frank Serpico and a colleague of his who is an African 
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drummer come down and they did a drum session that made the cathedral come to 
life during the dedication of this project.  I think the 1,000 people who came out 
that evening also found a way of looking at the artistic response to this particular 
moment in time. 
 There are a lot of ways to establish that kind of dialogue.  Regarding the 
photographs of people interacting with the call boxes on the street and the video 
that came out of that dialogue, I'm not sure if that has transformed itself to art yet, 
or whether it's documenting this performative process.  I'm not sure if the 
distinction is that significant in the long run.  There are certainly enough examples 
of work that's ephemeral in nature, where the documentation of the event becomes 
the work.  I think the photographs and the video will exist in that context. 
 
W: Do you feel part of a movement or a trend that's doing this kind of public 
work, that's redefining public art and engaging people in this way?  Do you have 
colleagues in this work? 
 
Brad: Some, but I don't necessarily see it as a movement or a trend.  When there 
have been attempts to define something as a movement or a trend, it is almost the 
death knell.  The famous Whitney Biannual that had so many artists who are doing 
socially active work then became the scorn.  It's hard because people don't like to 
be preached to.  I think when this kind of work is defined as part of a movement, it 
is a very small step between that identification and the experience of being 
preached to.  So that's an interesting dilemma. 
 
W: As soon as you name it, you kill it. 
 
Brad: Exactly. 
 
W: In your mind, what is the relationship between truth and beauty, particularly 
with your work? 
 
Brad: As a maker of objects and as a maker of space, with the attempt to capture 
the attention of a viewer long enough for them to go from a tacit experience to 
something that’s deeper, it's imperative that I be concerned with beauty, that I 
think of the physical signifiers that help articulate and define and frame that 
experience.  Whether it's the attention to the China silk fabric that is just the right 
height and has just the right kind of stitching and attachments to hold the shroud 
that has the image that is not too dark and not too light, whether it's the call box 
that has the particular image and the sound at just the right level that’s not just any 
kind of street furniture, but evokes a certain kind of history and attention — those 
are all conscious decisions that try to trigger making those links to this notion of 
universal beauty or aesthetics — something that attracts people, that seduces 
people into looking and thinking.   
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 There also is an incredible beauty in truth, a truth that has to do with what 
one's experience is.  What makes us want to hear someone else's story is the notion 
of the realness.  Maybe that’ll change now that we're commodifying it so readily 
— packaging reality.  But I think our desire to hear someone else’s story will win 
out.  I think that by bringing the two things together, one can look at the 
experiences that are the most difficult to acknowledge and bear and take 
responsibility for, and that work can have a transformative power.  Perhaps if you 
don't see the realness of an experience as being itself beautiful, even if it's an 
experience that's traumatic, it may be hard to relate to the question.  I think one of 
the reasons why I’ve chosen to make work that creates a place for people to listen, 
to create a presence related to the emotion, as opposed to illustrating the event, is 
very much tied to that relationship between beauty and truth. 
 
 

Katherine Dunham:  Global Vision 

 
Note: I interviewed Miss Dunham for a feature story in the August 2000 issue of 
Dance Magazine, while also trying to gear it to this thesis.  I interviewed some of 
her associates as well, all in May, 2000.  When this material shows up in my 
article in DM, I give it a standard parenthetical citation: (Perron 2000.)  When it 
is an interview that did not get into my article, I refer to it as DM interview.  

  

Dancer, choreographer, anthropologist and writer, Katherine Dunham is 

acknowledged as a pioneer of American modern dance as well as a precursor to 

what we now call World Dance.  She was the first American dancer to present 

indigenous forms on a concert stage, the first to establish a successful black dance 

company, the first black dance artist to have a contract with the Metropolitan 

Opera.  She choreographed scores of pieces for stage, clubs and Hollywood films; 

she started schools in New York City and in St. Louis and developed a technique 

that continues to flourish.  And she fought unstintingly for racial justice.   

 Katherine Dunham, now 92, studied ballet in her youth with Mark Turbyfill 

of the Chicago Opera and the Russian dancer Ludmilla Speranzeva.  With their 

help, she formed the short-lived Ballet Nègre with fellow students when she was 

only 21.  Her next company was an early version of the Katherine Dunham Dance 
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Company, and performed a mix of nationalities and cultures, including.  Russian 

folk dances with full skirts, Spanish dances influenced by Argentinita and Carmen 

Amaya, and plantation dances like Bre’er Rabbit an’ de Tah Baby (Perron 43). 

  As a student at the University of Chicago, Dunham combined her dance 

interests with anthropology.  The renowned anthropologists Melville Herskovits 

and Robert Redfield encouraged her to do field work in the West Indies because 

African-based dances there were presumed to be less tainted by western influence 

than those in the American South.  Thus in 1935, Dunham, under the aegis of a 

Rosenwald fellowship, traveled to the Caribbean to research African roots in 

dance.  She returned in 1936, having passed rigorous initiation rites to become a 

mambo, or vaudun priestess.  She soon choreographed pieces that reflect Haitian 

ceremonies, for instance, the yanvalou, in which the spine undulates like the snake 

god, Damballa.  But more than that, she absorbed the idea of dance as religious 

ritual.  She has said, “In vaudun we sacrifice to the gods, but the top sacrifice is 

dance.” (Barad 38).  Shango, which she choreographed in 1945 and was revived 

for Alvin Ailey American Dance Theater’s celebration of Dunham in 1987, “The 

Magic of Katherine Dunham,” is just such a ritual (Dance Black America). 

 While still in Chicago, she worked with the Writers Project of the Federal 

Works Progress Administration (Beckford 42).  In 1937, at the invitation of Edna 

Guy, a former student of Ruth St. Denis, she and her company performed in “An 

Evening of Negro Dance” in New York (Free to Dance).  In 1939, she performed 

at the 92nd Street Y in New York City, on the Labor Stage in the garment district, 

and at the Windsor Theater (Beckford 47).  

 In the early 40s she focused on American vernacular forms like the 

shimmy, black bottom, shorty George, and the cakewalk.  In 1943, the 

international impresario Sol Hurok presented her company in Tropical Revue at 

the Martin Beck Theater, adding members of the famous Dixieland jazz band to 
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boost its commercial appeal.  According to Richard Long, writing in his book The 

Black Tradition in American Dance, the show became a hit, enjoying a six-week 

run, unprecedented for this type of performance, which “rested somewhere 

between a revue and a recital” (qtd. in Long 69). 

 The Katherine Dunham Dance Company continued to acquire bookings and 

fans all over the world.  During the 40s and 50s, it performed in 57 countries.  The 

Dunham company won many friends, among them the psychologist Erich Fromm, 

philosopher Bertrand Russell and poet Langston Hughes.  Audiences in Paris were 

so fevered in their reactions that they would follow the company from the stage to 

an after-hours club (Perron 44).   

 Dunham opened a school in Times Square in 1945 that thrived for ten 

years.  With her holistic vision of dance, she offered courses in ballet, modern, tap, 

social dancing, martial arts, aesthetics, classical drama, speech, anthropology, 

production, French, Spanish, and Russian language, visual design, and body 

movement for actors.  Students received a degree sponsored by the New York 

Board of Regents (Nicks).  Among the students were up and coming stars like 

Eartha Kitt (who later danced in the company), James Dean, Donald Saddler, 

Arthur Mitchell (who later co-founded Dance Theatre of Harlem) and Marlon 

Brando.  Sometimes Charlie Mingus would come with a group of his musicians 

and play. (DM interviews)  

 The Dunham technique is modern dance with an African base.  The 

isolations of the hips, ribs, shoulders that are widely taught in jazz classes today 

were brought in from the Caribbean by Dunham.  One Dunham teacher explained, 

“In Africa, all dance is based on animals, plants, the elements of the universe.  The 

Dunham technique gives you a feeling of release and exhilaration by letting the 

body go” (Perron 44).  The school folded in 1954, probably because Dunham gave 

full scholarships to possibly over half the students.  Her current school, in St. 
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Louis, Missouri, is called the Katherine Dunham Center for the Humanities and 

the Arts.  Dunham is also preparing a museum to house artifacts of her career. 

 Dunham has lived her credo that “All artists are humanists.”  Her home in 

Haiti, Habitation Leclerc, served as a medical clinic — as well as a tourist 

attraction, with its nightly drumming and dancing — for many years.  Having 

taken care of ailing dancers on tour, she administered first aid to neighboring 

farmers and their children for problems such as parasites and joint diseases.  Once 

a week, local doctors would help her diagnose and treat patients in exchange for 

the medications that she could get from New York (Beckford 63). 

 In building her vision and her influence, Dunham used participation, 

resistance and witnessing at different times in her life.  I would like to point out 

four instances of participation.  The first concerns the Negro Ballet that Dunham 

tried to start with fellow black ballet students.  Although some Russian ballet 

teachers, understanding American racism, opened studios in neighborhoods where 

black children could study, still it was difficult for black children to have access to 

ballet lessons.  Forty years before the establishment of Dance Theatre of Harlem, 

it was thought that ballet was physically out of reach as well as aesthetically 

inappropriate for blacks.  Apparently Agnes de Mille, famed choreographer of 

Oklahoma! counseled Mark Turbyfill, who was advising Dunham, against the 

project (Barzel 94).  (Though her stance smacks of racism, it may have contributed 

to Dunham’s decision to abandon the idea in favor of the format that honored her 

anthropological interests.)  Thus, Dunham encountered the same issue of possible 

physical differences between blacks and whites that Arthur Mitchell tried to 

combat when he formed Dance Theatre of Harlem 40 years later.  

 The second is her own participation in the vaudun rituals in Haiti.  In Island 

Possessed, her memoir of this period, Dunham traces her emotional involvement 

in the nation, its people, its rituals, and its beliefs.  Clearly she has crossed the line 
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from being an anthropologist doing field work to being a member of the culture—

from observer to participant.  Though she had been interested in ethnic dance 

forms well before her trip to Haiti, the passion she felt for Haiti convinced her of 

the value of crossing cultures through dance.  As she says in the interview, she has 

always encouraged people to get to know other cultures.   

 Along these lines, the scholarship students at her school learned the 

traditional Japanese tea ceremony because Dunham wanted them to learn “the 

serenity and silence of that tradition.”  When preparing for Aida (1963), dancers 

from both Dunham’s group and the Metropolitan Opera Ballet Company were 

required to study karate at the Dunham school to create a more authentic 

processional. (Perron 74).  For Dunham, participation in cultural experiences was 

part of the art of dance, and, conversely, dance was a way to participate in other 

cultures. 

 Another example of her use of participation is her involvement in East St. 

Louis, Ill.  Dunham moved to East St. Louis during the race riots of the 60s, and 

she made special effort to help a gang of black youths called the Warlords.  She 

infiltrated their meeting places, knowing how hostile they might be and were.  But 

she won them over by giving them free classes — supported by the Office of 

Economic Opportunity —  in martial arts, drumming and dance. The drumming 

sessions went on for hours, giving the troubled youth a place to channel their 

aggressive energy (Beckford 121).   So the issue of who gets to participate, as with 

Paulo Freire, has been an issue with Dunham.  Her contributions to the needs of 

inner-city youth have been honored by the city: the street where she lives has been 

named Katherine Dunham Way by the city. 

 In terms of witnessing and resistance, here are two examples in which they 

are inseparable.  In 1951, Dunham created Southland, a piece about a lynching in 

the American South.  It depicts a white girl whose boyfriend has raped and 
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abandoned her is consoled by a black boy.  She then accuses the black boy of the 

rape, and he is rounded up and killed by a white mob.   

 According to Julie Belafonte (who met her husband Harry while dancing in 

the company), who played the white girl, “Everyone in the audience cried when 

we did it.” (qtd. in Perron 45).  Belafonte said her participation was very difficult, 

forcing her to deal with her own hatred for the kind of white girl who would do 

such a thing. The company performed “Southland” despite warnings by the United 

States State Department to include only positive images of life in the United 

States.  She resisted that expectation.  Possibly as a result, Dunham did not win 

support from the Department, which was, at that time, the only federal program 

that supported dance touring.  Even though potential funding was at stake, she 

insisted on performing a piece that confronts racism.  (She had already been 

touring for years without any government support.) 

 Dunham’s work with inner city youth involved resistance on her part.  The 

60s was the height of civil unrest, and the police were picking up young black men 

as a matter of course.  Despite death threats and bomb scares, Dunham insisted on 

entering the habitats of, and becoming involved with, these young men.  She saw 

how the police were unfairly targeting them for arrest.  On one occasion, Dunham 

railed against the police, asserting herself as a witness to racial profiling (well 

before it was called that), and got herself thrown in jail (Beckford 121-24). 

 Two additional examples of her resistance to racial oppression:  In 1944, 

while touring in segregated Lexington, Kentucky, she found a “For Blacks Only” 

sign on a bus and pinned it to her dress on stage.  Afterwards she announced to the 

audience that she wouldn’t come back to a place that forbade blacks to sit next to 

whites (Beckford 69).  Later, while working on the movie “Stormy Weather,” a 

Hollywood producer asked her to retain only the dancers who were light skinned.  

This she refused to do (Pennebaker). 
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 Much later, in her 80s, Dunham embarked on a hunger strike to stand in 

solidarity with the Haitian “boat people.”  These refugees were being sent by 

President Bush back to Haiti to face starvation and repression.  Her hunger strike 

made national headlines, and she was supported in this effort by comedian Dick 

Gregory, filmmaker Jonathan Demme, and the Reverend Jesse Jackson, along with 

hundreds of other Americans.  National Security Advisor Brent Scowcroft’s 

response to her plea did nothing to convince her.  It was only at the coaxing of 

Haiti’s deposed President Aristide that she ended her fast — after 47 days (Barad 

40).  Perhaps a hunger strike is the ultimate in nonviolent resistance. 

  Dunham’s influence, both as an artist and humanist, is global.  She helped 

to train the Senegalese National Ballet, and her performances inspired the 

formation of several national groups including Ballet Folklorico of Mexico 

(Beckford 106)l.  She has won a bounty of awards, in both the arts and the 

humanities.   

 Currently living in Manhattan, Ms. Dunham is working on a new 

autobiography called Minefield. She is undergoing physical therapy for her knees, 

both of which have been surgically replaced.  I interviewed her for a feature article 

in Dance Magazine to promote a year-long Dunham Institute sponsored by City 

Center and the New York City public school system.  I had two sessions with her: 

the first one in person; the second by phone.  She is endlessly interesting to hear, 

but she did not answer questions in a concise manner and had no sense of what 

might be historically interesting as opposed to what might have merely personal 

interest.  Since I was charmed by her “innocence” in this matter, I allowed a bit of 

her rambling to enter the written version.  I let potentially interesting comments 

drop, for example, she had just accepted a Duke Ellington award with fellow 

awardee Hillary Clinton.  The reason I didn't ask her to elaborate is simply 

because it would have taken time away from the more germane questions.  But 
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being in her presence and hearing a bit of her experiences and her passion was 

truly edifying. 
 
    

Interview with Katherine Dunham 
 
Note: Out of respect for Katherine Dunham, in these pages, I prefer to call her 
Miss Dunham, the name her colleagues call her, rather than by her first name as 
in the other interviews. 

 
 

W: How do you feel anthropology and dance connect? 
 
Miss Dunham: When I was coming along in anthropology, a statement was made 
that upset a lot of people, white and black, that the reason black people did not do 
classical ballet was because of the structures of their bodies.  I was a physical 
anthropologist at the time and I was thinking, “Somebody has to answer this,” so I 
got busy looking at it.  It is true that we have a little curve at the bottom of the 
spinal column. 
 
W: That's the yanvalou curve. 
 
Miss Dunham: Well, good.  I always thought of it as the Congo because it 
certainly helps in emphasizing the Congo beat.  Anyway, it was a real blow to 
those of us who were in physical anthropology and we started taking 
measurements and carrying on — this was in the 1940s or 1930s.  We found that 
there were structural differences, for example, people of Mongolia have shorter 
leg measurements.  I did a paper on the protruding angle of the calcaneus in the 
foot. The measurement from there, back at the end of the heel and on down here to 
the middle foot angle, is deeper in black races.  So then you don't have the back of 
your heel sticking out as far as I do, for instance.  That is why we have such great 
runners and leapers. 
 
W: There's a Hollywood movie called White Men Can’t Jump.  And here we have 
the scientific evidence! 
 
Miss Dunham: I didn't know about the movie, but I thought it was absolutely 
fantastic to find out that there was something that we could hang onto and make a 
plus out of instead of a minus.  And of course, in my technique and in other 
techniques, people work to get that deep curve out of the lower back. 
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W: I did too.  I was extra curved and had to work to straighten out the curve in my 
lower back. 
 
Miss Dunham: You have to work on it and work on it.   
 
W: When you were 11 years old you wrote a story for Brownies, a magazine for 
children published by W.E.B. Du Bois and Jessie Fauset. How did you learn about 
them, and how did they learn about you?  The story was something about Arizona. 
 
Miss Dunham: “Come Back to Arizona.” I’m amazed that I knew there was an 
Arizona.  I don't know how I could have known that.  I have not been able to trace 
how and why I wrote certain things. Brownies published something else of mine, I 
don't know what it was.  
 I wanted to write.  It seemed to me the dignified way to express your 
observations.  I hadn’t thought of dancing at all. 
 
W: What effect did the Harlem Renaissance have on you?  What did you know 
about Du Bois, Jessie Fauset, Zora Neale Hurston? 
 
Miss Dunham: I’ll be very honest about Zora Neale Hurston.  My first 
introduction to her was through Dr. Melville Herskovits.  I was jealous.  And it 
stood in the way of my knowing her better.  I don't know what she would have 
been like, but I decided that she was not for me. And I thought if we each go on 
with what we’re doing, we’re bound to run into each other head-on sometime, and 
I’d rather not. So I just said, “I’ll stay me and let her stay her.”  And I think she 
must have felt the same way. 
 
W: I was just thinking she probably was jealous of you too. 
 
Miss Dunham: I think we both had that feeling of “So you’re on my ground.”  I 
have learned to appreciate her.  She had some very good ideas.  I think maybe both 
of us would have profited from knowing each other.  Actually, Herskovits just got 
us to meet at the last moment, when I was on my way to the West Indies.  
 I had gone to Northwestern to study with Herskovits.  I appreciated the fact 
that Herskovits had lived in the Caribbean.  I think he was the first person to bring 
the Caribbean into the American scene.  He pointed out that sociologically, 
anthropologically and archaeologically, the Caribbean had reference to the west 
coast of Africa, which would be Dahomey, Nigeria, the Ivory Coast.  I don't think 
he mentioned Senegal at that time. He said to me later: “It would have been 
foolish to send you to Africa, a lone lady traveling into the places where you really 
shouldn’t be if you want to see what I think you want to see.” The people  
would have been made uncomfortable by my presence, or I would have been made 
uncomfortable.  He was quite right.  He took charge.  He worked out a path for me 
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to follow.  
 Haiti was the most obvious place for me to go cause it had maintained its 
African culture in a purer form longer than any of the other islands.  It had come 
out from under its colonialism by itself, and really made itself into an independent 
republic in the western hemisphere.  This was a very big thing.  We were all 
interested from that political point of view.  But mostly, I was interested in the 
Africanisms that remained. 
 
W: I was thinking about how Haiti was more unwesternized than the American 
South, but I read somewhere that you had seen something like the Charleston in 
one of the Caribbean countries. 
 
Miss Dunham: I believe it was Herskovits who pointed out to the class [at 
Northwestern] that some film he’d taken in West Africa showed clearly the 
Charleston...probably done by somebody venerating a god. 
 
W: When you were at the University of Chicago there was theater called the Cube, 
and Joe Nash told me that you met Langston Hughes there. Can you tell me about 
that theater and the kind of renaissance there was in Chicago? 
 
Miss Dunham: The Cube theater was on the south side and the Dill Pickle was on 
the north side.  We were the Cube Theater.  At the University of Chicago, I had 
absolutely no thesis for a social life.  I had come from Joliet. I was not allowed to 
circulate too much with white people who lived on the other side of the river. My 
mother was rather snobbish.  We lived across the street from what she called low-
class Irish.  They were my playmates until I got too old for that sort of thing, 
climbing around the cliffs and so forth.  A few Mexicans were up the road.   
 The schools where I went were just as segregated as the residential 
communities. The Chicago canal separated them east and west.  No black people 
had ever lived around there at all.  High school was a long distance from us; it 
took me about a half hour to walk there. I don't think there were any black people 
in any of my classes.  I had a social life through family and friends. So, at the 
University of Chicago, I did not expect a social life.  
 My brother was a little bit ahead of me; he was in philosophy. He studied 
with Alfred North Whitehead.  My brother and his friend decided to start a theater 
company over in the area known as the union district, near the university.  By now 
one or two artists had started a kind of artists’ colony.   
 
W: Was this a group of black and white artists? 
 
Miss Dunham: At the time my brother had started it, there were no blacks.  He was 
entirely consumed with his philosophy and writing.  I don't think he would have 
looked for black artists.  He just figured “If it’s gonna happen, it’ll happen.”  
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Which is what happened. 
 A woman who was very influential in my life at that time was named Mary 
Hunter [who was a friend of Agnes de Mille]. She and my brother had studied 
with Du Bois.  When black intellectuals came to Chicago, they were aware of my 
brother.  He was known as being very bright.  Mary Hunter had met my brother at 
one of these gatherings.  I don't know if there was another black person in that 
movement.  You've given me something to think about.  But I do remember she 
felt that if this were to be a contemporary group dealing with contemporary 
material, that it should include black writers also. 
 
W: When did you get interested in dances of the American south? 
 
Miss Dunham: I felt that I was doing a great disservice to American black people 
if I didn't recognize the fact that they had dance forms of their own. I was running 
around getting all these exotic things from Africa, when the real development lay 
in black America.  That's why I had trouble deciding what to do in our first show 
in New York. [1939]  I had done a full show without jazz once. I knew I couldn’t 
do it again.  It was scientifically wrong and historically wrong.  So I developed 
more things in jazz. I think we most always ended with the cakewalk cause it’s 
flashy.  But we always had the “jazz hot,” like we had “Flaming Youth.” 
 
W: What did that dance look like? 
 
Miss Dunham: I just took it out of something I knew from the early 30s — a café, 
ladies in beaded dresses. John Pratt, my husband, who designed our costumes, 
went out to all the stores and auctions in Chicago, and bought up all those dresses.  
It was all in tones of green and blue. John was great. 
                                                                                                                                           
 
Second Interview 5/24/00 
 
W: What is your hope for City Center’s Dunham Institute this coming August, and 
what is your hope for the future of Dunham technique? 
 
Miss Dunham: My objective is to see that different cultures get to know each 
other, or that a person realizes that he is not part of a unique culture in this world.  
I am pleased with the directors at City Center because it was totally unexpected to 
me that it would reach this proportion.  It's been so hard over the years to get my 
projects publicized and get them to where the average person could see them and 
be a part of them.  So I think that must have been one of my life's objectives.  I’ve 
been told by my guiding voices that I should teach, and I believe that's what I’ve 
been doing my entire life, without even thinking about it. 
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W: Everything I heard about you as a teacher or a person combines the arts with 
the humanities. 
 
Miss Dunham: I think so.  As far as I'm concerned, the arts and sciences should be 
together.  I must say that everybody is an anthropologist.  I finally decided that.  
We used to be put aside in categories: this, that and the other, there are five fields 
of anthropology and so forth.  Everybody has some of that in them and I am so 
happy to find it out.   
 
W:  I think that now that cultures are crossing so much more, this is part of our 
experience in the modern world.  
 In terms of American Jazz Dance, what do you think the roots of American 
jazz dance are? 
 
Miss Dunham: Well, I think the root of American Jazz — dance, music, vocals 
and everything else — is an African root.  It has been researched on a number of 
occasions, I believe.  I was thinking about Melville Herskovits, who was one of 
my professors who helped me get into the Caribbean and work there for a while —  
and Robert Redfield.  Herskovits took pictures of the Charleston.  Thank goodness 
I got to see the old people do things, which I always try to do if I can. 
 
W: He took pictures of people doing Charleston in this country? 
 
Miss Dunham: No, he took pictures in Dahomey in West Africa. 
 
WP: And what they were doing there looked a lot like the Charleston? 
 
Miss Dunham:  That’s where it came from.  And so naturally when I got to the 
Caribbean, where so many Dahomeyans had been brought as slaves, I started to 
look for things like the Charleston, and found them.  It’s a delight to find the 
source of something. 
 
W: Tell me about Southland, the piece about a lynching that you did in 1951. 
 
Miss Dunham: I had heard about a lynching, and I just couldn’t believe it.  But 
there it was, and I decided I had to do something.  I didn’t know what it would be, 
but I had to do something.  I decided on the story of this lynching, which was 
probably a rather common one. 
 
W: . . . where somebody gets blamed for something he didn’t do. 
 
Miss Dunham.  Yes, making a whipping boy out of black people. 
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W: Did the State Department prevent you from doing that piece more often?  Were 
they sending you out on tours? 
 
Miss Dunham: The State Department was not sending me on a tour, and they 
never had.  But they engaged me to go to Senegal as a U. S. specialist for the 
Festival of Black Arts in the early 60s.  They were very unhappy that I would be 
doing such a thing [Southland.]   
 For the music, I knew what should be used but I didn't know how to find it.  
I had to go among my own background and memory and try to find songs of 
American origin, which would be appropriate to be developed into theater music. 
The composer came and we did it together, all on the theme taken from the 
authentic American spiritual.  
 
W: It seems to me that it took incredible bravery to do Southland.  To what do you 
attribute that courage? 
 
Miss Dunham: Thank you, but I don’t think those things — you can’t learn them.  
They’re just put in you from the beginning.  I didn’t have the time or energy to 
spend with someone who was not contributing to this whole basic thing of mine to 
do something about the divide between man and man, and try to bring people and 
their cultures together.  And I have a feeling that’s what I’m here for. 
 
W: Yes, like your destiny. 
 
Miss Dunham: Yes. 
 
W: You worked with George Balanchine on the movie Cabin in the Sky in 1941.  
What are your memories of working with him? 
 
Miss Dunham: I enjoyed working with him very much.  I thought of him as a very 
superior person.  He taught me a lot — not by teaching me, but just by being 
Balanchine. 
 
W: And didn't he let you be Dunham? Did he give you a lot of space to do what 
you were doing? 
 
Miss Dunham: Yeah.  We really had a wonderful time together and contributed 
where we could.  I liked the fact that he would take an Arab street song and teach 
it to me for a belly dance. 
 
W: This was a dance you danced? And did you make it up? 
 
Miss Dunham: Yeah.  I guess he would help, but by then I was pretty adamant 
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about what I wanted. But he was a help, there’s no question about it.  I didn't know 
much about belly dancing; I certainly didn't know about singing an Arab street 
song.  Those are the sort of things I enjoyed getting into. 
 
W: Let me ask about someone else. Did you ever know Paul Robeson? 
 
Miss Dunham: Yes, and I admired him so much.  I felt that there was a great loss 
in this country because we were not getting from Robeson what he had to offer.  
He knew and felt it and that's why he went to Russia.  He criticized things that he 
saw, which any conscientious person has to do. I was disappointed in the 
American government for making life hard for him because of his open attitude 
towards human rights.  I wanted to see him —he was ill for some time— and his 
son did not agree that I should see him. I felt awful about it because he might have 
had some sort of mental collapse.  Certainly his life was not made easier by the 
American government . 
 
W: Did you know or ever work with Duke Ellington or Miles Davis? 
 
Miss Dunham: Yes, Duke Ellington and I used to cross each other’s paths 
frequently.  I just received a Duke Ellington award actually.  There were five or 
six of us, and Hillary Clinton was one of them. 
 
W: About the touring for 30 or 40 years with so little support: Did it just get too 
difficult? 
 
Miss Dunham:  I think I might have been physically and psychologically better 
prepared if I had had more financial support.  People who see my career as being 
so long and so full don't realize that so much had to be financed by my own work, 
and there just wasn't enough energy in me to go around and keep extending our 
own experiences.  We performed in 57 countries. 
 
W: Over a period of how long? 
 
Miss Dunham: I’d say that my touring began around 1939 until maybe 1966.  
After that I settled down to talking and lecturing and developing a performing arts 
training center at Southern Illinois University.  That became my life's thrust, along 
with building a museum. 
 
W: You went on a hunger fast in the 80’s to protest the way the American 
government was treating Haitian refugees. Has anything changed?  What’s your 
relationship with Haiti now? 
 
Miss Dunham: Well, I’ve lived there.  I have property there, and had thought of it 
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as a place to retire.  But I been very happy about its political systems recently.  I 
was, until maybe today, practically without hope for Haiti to have a future in my 
lifetime.  And now this morning I see that voting has taken place yesterday [May 
24, 2000] and without incident . . . so wonderful! 
 
W: What does the future of dance in America look like to you? 
 
Miss Dunham: I think that dance in America will begin to stabilize itself.  I think 
it’s been rather on a wild spin with sort of a heady success in the past 20 years.  
Considering that it was fighting for status and recognition among the arts, the kind 
of success that dance has had in the past years here is a little unreal.   
 
W: Do you see more of a crossover between anthropology and dance? 
 
Miss Dunham: I think so.  A good academic education helps a lot.  But I feel that 
the dancer has been sort of a stepchild of the arts for a long time.  I think now it’s 
time that things are beginning to settle down, and gradually it will take its place 
along with vocal and musical art expression.  And that I look forward to that. 
 
W: You've done so many things in your life, I wonder if there is anything you 
wish you had done more of?  Any regrets? 
 
Miss Dunham: I don't think so; I don't give myself that luxury.  I did it, and I did it 
when things come toward me.  Now when I see what needs to be done, I'm deeply 
frustrated if I'm not able for one reason or another to step out there and do 
something.  I think you have to find a way to show people what’s happening, and 
they have to have a background in the whole civil rights thing to know right from 
wrong.  And given that, there is an opportunity for people to serve and educate 
themselves through action. 

 

Part III: Conclusion 

In my search for ways of integrating art and social change, I found five artists who 

enlarge the role of artists in our society.  Each has arrived at this role by a different 

path.  Their disciplines and concerns differ, but they all strive to bring about social 

justice, either through their art or in their lives.  Also, they share the common 

elements of participation, resistance and bearing witness, which they approach in 
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very different ways.   

 Regarding participation, I perceived a generational difference.  The two 

elders of my study, Paley and Dunham, brought voices into their work from other 

sources: Paley from marginalized women she had met, and Dunham from roots of 

African culture.  But these voices — or, in Dunham’s case, movement — were 

filtered through Paley and Dunham as artists.  The three younger artists — 

Lerman, McCallum and McCauley — use disenfranchised voices in more concrete 

ways.  Lerman actually incorporates older people and construction workers into 

her performances; McCallum offers audiotaped testimony from victimized 

families; McCauley bases her narratives on stories of former Black Panthers and 

others who have participated in the civil rights movement.  In the change from 

incorporating other voices into art the way Paley and Dunham did, to the greater 

immediacy of what the younger artists are doing, I see a direction of greater trust 

in other voices and in the collaborative process.   

 Further, Lerman gives the members of her group a voice in the institutional 

process, not just the creative process.  This level of trust embodies “participatory 

democracy” as defined by the new left in the 60s as “group-centered leadership” 

(Hersch 81). Lerman’s idea of parallel constructions, in which she enlists 

participation of institutions, e.g. churches and temple and other civic groups, is 

shared by McCallum, who relies on hospitals, injury prevention centers, and city 

officials to complete his large vision.  The artists are participating in civil life and 

civic institutions participate in the artwork in meaningful ways.  Too, 

McCallum’s’ idea of the artist as editor gives people a forum for their voices.  

 In terms of resistance, I found less than I expected.  These artists do not feel 

they are resisting, the way Brecht did, probably because they live in more 

comfortable times.  With Paley, her greatest resistance is in her life as a citizen, for 

example her work with War Resisters League, or resisting a police officer at a 
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rally in defense of the rights of folk singers.  In her writing style, she resists the 

accepted writerly voice, just as Lerman resists the dancerly look.  Lerman also 

resists the culture of youth, making both a social and artistic statement.  McCauley 

sometimes gets resistance from her performers, but she accepts resistance as a part 

of the artists struggle, just as McCallum faced resistance from the metropolitan 

agency that puts in manhole covers.  Dunham resisted segregation in daring ways, 

for instance, for a performance in Louisville, Kentucky, she wore a “For Blacks 

Only” sign on her costume. 

 Bearing witness is an element in the work of many artists, but for activist 

artists it is even more fundamental.  Specifically, the kind of witnessing relevant 

here is the witnessing of an injustice.  Paley actually saw prisoners in tiger cages 

in Vietnam, and very deliberate put that into her writing.  She abides by the 

Quaker edict “Speak truth to power,” wherein the responsibility of the witness is 

paramount.  One could call this credo truth as resistance, therefore art as 

resistance.  

 The searing memory of being discriminated against as an African American 

was shared by McCauley and Dunham.  They both witnessed, as children, signs 

like “Whites Only” and “For Blacks Only.”  They reacted strongly, and developed 

a life-long commitment to combat racism through art.  They share a kinship with 

Ngugi’s notion of artists born of the struggle for freedom.  For Dunham it was 

urgent that she respond to lynchings in the south through choreography. 

 Bearing witness in art has a different impact from legally bearing witness. 

Kyo Maclear, in her book Beclouded Visions: Hiroshima-Nagasaki and the Art of 

Witness, writes: 

 
Art cannot supplant courtroom witnessing and judicial procedure, 
nor should it.  It can, however, provide a powerful reminder of 
lapses in justice; it can remind us that justice, like memory, can only 
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be partially and imperfectly conceived.  Where words tire and slip 
into routine, when memory-work becomes a closed turf, expressive 
culture may open up new sites of possibility by providing 
opportunities to see and hear what has become familiar differently; it 
may provoke memories that could not be generated elsewhere. (86) 
 

Art provokes memories in a unique way.  It can stimulate us, stir us, propel us, 

link truth with beauty for us (even if it does not send us directly to Washington to 

lobby for our causes).  Artists as cultural workers can help participants and 

spectators imagine a world free of injustice.  Needless to say, justice must be 

imagined before it can become a reality. 

 The question lingers: Can art have a lasting impact on the social realities of 

our time?  I think the answer is Yes, but more often indirectly than directly during 

relatively calm times.  As Maclear makes clear above, art can serve as a witness in 

a way that taking the witness stand does not — in perhaps an indirect way, though 

no less effective. 

 In Part I we looked at artists who had direct impact.  Boal and his 

“legislative theater” helped create reform for poor people in South America.  The 

Russian constructivists helped idealize the laborer for the new Soviet regime in the 

1920s.  Writers and painters of the Harlem Renaissance raised the level of respect 

for blacks during the same period.  Not mentioned earlier, but another obvious 

example, is Vaclav Havel and his band of artists, who helped foment a revolution 

against the communist regime in Prague.  All these activities grew in times of 

great social upheaval. 

 But in more stable times, for example the United States in the last 40 years, 

art tends to be an indirect, rather than direct, force for social change.  I submit that 

the artists I interviewed — and many more — have had indirect, though 

significant, impact.  Their double commitment to art and social change has 

affected many people, from those who work closely with them to those who 
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experience the work from afar.  As cultural workers, they have followed their 

altruistic impulses and have lent their creative skills to raising consciousness about 

a range of social problems.  Such artists are part of a vital movement of activist 

art, however invisible it may be in the mainstream media.   

 One artist in this movement, the Mexican American performance artist 

Guillermo Gómez-Peña, articulates his vision of the new type of artist:  
 
I propose the artist as hybrid — a cultural, political, aesthetic, and 
sexual hybrid....An ability to understand the hybrid nature of culture 
develops out of the experience of dealing with a dominant culture 
from the outside....The artist who understands hybridity.... can be at 
the same time an insider and an outsider, a citizen of multiple 
communities....He/she speaks from more than one perspective, to 
more than one community, about more than one reality.  His/her job 
is to trespass, bridge, interconnect, translate, remap, and redefine. 
(216-17) 
 

Each of my subjects is such a “hybrid.”  Robbie McCauley trespasses into the area 

of white racism in her stage presentations.  Liz Lerman bridges the professional 

dance world with religious and other community groups.  Grace Paley 

interconnects anti-war fervor with her fictional characters.  Katherine Dunham 

translates the roots of African dance onto the concert stage.  Brad McCallum 

remaps the places where art is supposed to go, physically and socially.  They all 

have found alternatives to the conventional definition of art, which values the 

individual imagination as the single highest good.  As hybrid artists they function 

as both “insider and outsider,” offer “voices from more than one perspective,” and 

are citizens of “more than one community.”  They are not afraid to move beyond 

prescribed boundaries to incorporate their passion for social change with their 

passion for art — or vice versa.   

 The idea of vitality at the boundaries finds resonance with historian Eric 

Foner in his book The Story of American Freedom.  In his chapter “Battle at the 
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Boundaries” about the struggle for freedom in the 1800s, he argues that it was the 

alienated groups like blacks and women who redefined democracy, rather than the 

white males who called for freedom so insistently (79–94). 

 A sense of aliveness at the border is also expressed by the African 

American writer Thulani Davis.  In a public address in 1998, she said: 

 
[S]torytellers are translators and their natural habitat is a border 
where folks are crossing back and forth and trying to understand one 
another.  It is. . .where all artists live. . . 
 Artists also live at the border because they cause trouble.  When one 
acts upon a personal vision, one is apt to create a voice that pushes, 
that opens up spaces, or doors.  African American artists reflect their 
traditions by refusing to reject those who are cast out often, and 
artists across the culture have met this kind of resistance also for 
raising the issues of racism, sexism, homophobia, classism, and 
domestic violence. . . Fats Waller often used to say, “What key are 
you strugglin’ in?” (25) 
 

 The crossing of boundaries generates hope — or perhaps flows from hope.  

As Peggy Phelan writes in Unmarked: The Politics of Performance: 

 
It is in the attempt to walk (and live) on the rackety [sic] bridge 
between self and other — and not the attempt to arrive at one side or 
the other — that we discover real hope.  (174)   

 

There is hope in refusing to identify as either simply an “artist” or simply an 

“activist.”  Activist art does not attract great media attention or money, but it helps 

build social awareness and may lead viewers to discoveries that fortify them for 

the hard work of changing their lives.  My experience with all five of these artists 

is that they exude hope.  The back-and-forth ricochet of hope and courage — it’s 

hard to tell which comes first — creates sparks of energy and an enduring sense of 

purpose.   In occupying the shaky area between known quantities, these artists are 
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true to the spirit of Ngugi’s statement that art explores questions, rather than finds 

answers. 

 Another characteristic shared by activist artists is their willingness to 

embrace change — the “change” portion of “social change.”  As I interviewed 

each one, I gleaned an awareness of what they were interested in “right now,” each 

one knowing they have changed and will be ready to change in the future.  Paley 

admitted that she's now ready to put more politics in her writing.  McCauley talked 

about her shifting between personal and political work, saying she “misses politics 

as a source, but then misses the personal stirrings.”  Lerman’s swinging pendulum 

shows her strong awareness of being part of a constantly changing balance.   

 These five artists have no illusions.  As dedicated as they are to their moral 

visions, they know their efforts will not improve the situation directly.  As the 

painter Leon Golub said in a radio interview, “Paintings don’t change wars.  They 

show feelings about wars” (106).  Articulating feelings through art can bring 

social issues into the public sphere.  Dunham did not imagine she could stop the 

horror of lynching by choreographing Southland, but she contributed to a 

consciousness that set the stage for the civil rights movement.  What I am calling 

the indirect influence has a long-term impact. 

 While philosophers through the ages tried to define the relationship 

between truth and beauty in somewhat abstract ways, artists as cultural workers 

can exemplify the intertwining of beauty and truth in concrete ways.  They do not 

see these two ideals as opposite, but as overlapping.  Perhaps Edman, with his idea 

of the “truth of the poet,” and Marcuse, with his vision of art as liberation, are the 

philosophers closest to the kind of cultural worker I am discussing.  And yet, 

Plato’s ideal of the artist as good citizen is also a forbear. 

 The five artists I interviewed showed me, by their life’s work, the 

possibility of merging morality, hope and courage with artistic imagination.  I 
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found their empathy, knowledge, and willingness to combat injustice 

tremendously inspiring.  They have contributed to the expansion of the role of 

artists in our society; they have helped to revitalize our democracy with a gritty 

kind of truth and a very contemporary kind of beauty. 
 
 

PART IV 
 

Quotes from Artists of All Disciplines on the Role of the Artist in Society  
 

Note: I gathered these quotes over many years.  Unfortunately, I never developed 
a consistent method of attribution, and I apologize to the reader for any 
inconvenience or confusion.   —WP 
 
 
“The theater is a weapon, and it is the people who should wield it.” 
   —Augusto Boal, Theatre of the Oppressed, 122 
 
 
“I think that is the reason why dictatorships fear artists.  They fear them because 
they fear free criticism.  They rightly believe that if the forces represented by the 
artist are allowed to exercise their will, they will disrupt the Fascist regime.  The 
irrepressible impulse of Art may upset the whole Fascist program. 
 “The forces that are bringing on war, that are preparing for larger and better 
economic depressions in the future, are at odds with all the forces of human 
culture.  The time has come for the people who love life and culture to form a 
united front against them, to be ready to protect, and guard, and if necessary, fight 
for the human heritage which we, as artists, embody.” 

—Lewis Mumford, qtd. in “Summary of the New School for 
Social Research,” Feb. 12, 1936 

 
 
“I think if we will look at this world as it really is we will find that even what is 
most ugly has within it the sparks of life.  And I think we go to the theater to 
glimpse those sparks.  That's why we get so excited before we go to the theater.  
It's because we're looking for light in a very dark world.” 
   —Julian Beck, 1965 
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“A writer has two loyalties.  First, he belongs to the special tribe of writers.  Then, 
he also belongs to a culture, to his own country.  Mine is Mexico.”  

—Octavio Paz, qtd by Herbert Mitgang, “Laureate Assessed by  
Man Who Knows Him Best,” The New York Times, 10/12/90 

 
 

“Unfortunately, moral beauty in art—like physical beauty in a person—is 
extremely perishable.  It is nowhere so durable as artistic or intellectual beauty.” 
   —Susan Sontag, "Camus' Notebooks" in Against   
   Interpretation and Other Essays, Dell 1961  
 
“Writing is one of the ways I participate in the struggle...Through writing I attempt 
to celebrate the tradition of resistance, attempt to tap Black potential, and try to 
join the chorus of voices that argues that exploitation and misery are neither 
inevitable nor necessary.” 
   —Toni Cade Bambara, The Writer on Her Work ed. 
   Janet Sternburg 
 
“Maybe I was born to be a witness.  I got it from my grandmother.  I grew up 
always as a witness—of the Inquisition, of the pogroms, of the Holocaust, all at 
once.” 
   —Cynthia Ozick, writer, The New York Times, 10/3/89 
 
 
“All art is a kind of confession, more or less oblique.  All artists if they are to 
survive, are forced, at last, to tell the whole story; to vomit the anguish up.” 
   —James Baldwin, Writers on Writing, p. 100 
 
 
“A painting becomes sublime when the artist transcends his personal anguish, 
when he projects in the midst of a shrieking world an expression of living and its 
end that is silent and ordered.” 
   —Robert Motherwell, painter 
 
 
“The actual writing comes from the tension of being involved and yet standing 
apart.  You have to become involved with life, not only in personal relationships 
but for social causes.  But at the same time, you have to stand apart to pursue your 
writing, to struggle with words to define the whole question of being and 
existence.” 
   —Nadine Gordimer, The New York Times 10/10/91 
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“A state of depression remained with me for days [after the end of world War I], 
but gradually there came a feeling that, perhaps, in the field of art, there might be 
some way of making an affirmative contribution to life.  This thought restored 
some sanity and hope, and the desire to live took hold again....I wanted to reach 
into the world, to participate and communicate, and I felt I would be able to do this 
best through photography.... 
 “Although I had presented war in all its grimness in three exhibitions, I had 
failed to accomplish my mission.  I had not incited people into taking open and 
united action against war itself.  This failure made me take stock of my 
fundamental idea.  What was wrong?  I came to the conclusion that I had been 
working from a negative approach, that what was needed was a positive statement 
on what a wonderful thing life was, how marvelous people were, and, above all, 
how alike people were in all parts of the world.” 
   —Edward Steichen, A Life in Photography, Doubleday  
   1963 
 
 
“There is one point at which the moral sense and the artistic sense lie very near 
together; that is in the light of the very obvious truth that the deepest quality of a 
work of art will always be the quality of the mind of the producer.” 
   —Henry James,  The Portable Henry James ed. Morton  
   Dauwen Zabel 1951 
 
 
“Making social comment is an artificial place for an artist to start from.  If an artist 
is touched by some social condition, what the artist creates will reflect that, but 
you can't force it.” 

—Bella Lewitzky, choreographer, San Francisco Chronicle, 
March, 1979, The New Quotable Woman 1811.1 

 
 
“I say aesthetics = human being.  That is a radical formula.  I set the idea of 
aesthetics directly in the context of human existence, and then I have the whole 
problem in hand...art is the only political power, the only power to free humankind 
from all repression.” 

—Joseph Beuys, visual and performance artist, Discussion, 
ed. Anina Nosei 

 
 
“The poet is not in the service of the state.  On the contrary.  He defends the 
solitary conscience as opposed to the great power structure of the superstate.  
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There is, I believe, an adversarial relationship between the contemporary poet and 
the state.” 

—Stanley Kunitz, "For State Poet, Art Must Meld Life and 
Death" by Herbert Mitgang in The New York Times, 3/11/87 

 
 
“[A]s my people make progress all over the world—Africans and my folks in 
America—I can come out of hiding a little more.  I think it's my duty to express in 
music what they're feeling, and I'm privileged I can do that...You can be a 
complete politician through music.  Just sing it; if the lyrics and the music are 
right, everybody knows and everybody feels.  To me at this point the subject of 
love between men and women is not as important as getting our people to become 
completely unified, to forget their arguments with each other, to come together 
and see what they can do about getting their rights as human beings...Music is one 
of the strongest elements we have.” 
   —Nina Simone, Notes and Tones by Arthur Taylor 
 
 
“When I didn't write I thought of making bombs and throwing them.  Of shooting 
racists.  Of doing away—as painlessly and neatly as possible....with myself.  
Writing saved me from the sin and inconvenience of violence—as it saves most 
writers who live in ‘interesting’ oppressive times and are not afflicted by personal 
immunity.” 

—Alice Walker, "One Child of One's Own" in The Writer on 
Her Work, ed. Janet Sternburg p 127 

 
 
“The reason to pick up the pen or the paint is to fight back.” 
   — Tina Howe, Women Playwrights, Kathleen Betsko &  
   Rachel Koenig, 1987 
 
 
“The dance has been my freedom and my world.  It has enabled me to go around, 
scale, bore through, batter down or ignore visible and invisible social and 
economic walls.  I have danced across mountains and deserts, ancient rivers and 
oceans and slipped through the boundaries of time and space....I'm learning to 
deliberately reach beyond the color of the skin and go into people's souls and 
hearts and search out that part of them, black or white, which is common to all. .” 
   —Pearl Primus, Dance Magazine, November 1968 
 
 
“The purpose of the writer is to keep civilization from destroying itself.  But 
without preachment....[The writer must] cry havoc, because silence can't increase 
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understanding or evoke mercy.” 
   —Bernard Malamud, Conversations with Bernard   
   Malamud, ed. Lawrence Lasher, UP of Mississippi 
   1991  p.7 and 131 
 
 
"Artists can produce work, not solely in the splendid isolation of the individual 
ego (though it is there, surely, that the spark of the work takes hold) but in the call-
and-response connection that links each one to some sort of community."   
   —B. Ruby Rich, “Dissed and Disconnected” in The   
   Subversive Imagination ed.  Carol Becker, p. 238 
 
 
“I think that...this work [improvisational dance work] is part of a social 
underground in which we practice how to have clear intentions, how to open up, 
get along.  The work is about ensemble.  Ensemble says, ‘We are one.’—all the 
countries on the planet are one.  We're connected.  It's not that we don't have 
things to overcome in order to get along, but we recognize first of all that we are 
one.” 
   —Ruth Zaporah dancer, The Knowing Body, by Louise  
   Steinman, published by Shambhala, 1986 
 
 
“However, there is a sentimental attitude that longs for a reconciliation between 
artists and public in the false hope that artists can, in some nebulous fashion, be in 
touch with the grass roots of human aspirations...The notion of an organic society, 
within which the artist could exist harmoniously, is a Utopian fantasy...The 
modern artist does not paint in relation to public needs or social needs—he paints 
only in relation to his own needs.” 
   —Adolph Gottlieb, painter 
 
 
“The artist is not responsible to anyone.  His social role is asocial; his only 
responsibility consists in an attitude, an attitude to the work he does....There is no 
communication with any public whatsoever.  The artist can ask no questions, and 
he makes no statement; he offers no information, message, or opinion.....It is the 
end-product which counts, in my case, the picture.” 

—Georg Baselitz, painter, qtd. in Has Modernism Failed? by 
Suzi Gablik 1984 

 
 
“Art by its nature is a transgressive act, and artists must accept being punished for 
it.  The more original and unsettling their art, the more devastating the 
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punishment.” 
   —Joyce Carol Oates, The New York Times, 7/19/99 
 
 
“Being good in business is the most fascinating kind of art.  Making money is art 
and working is art and good business is the best art...I like money on the wall.  Say 
you were going to buy a $200,000 painting.  I think you should take that money, 
tie it up, and hang it on the wall.  Then when someone visited you the first thing 
they would see is the money on the wall.” 
   —Andy Warhol, qtd. in  Has Modernism Failed? by Suzi  
   Gablik, 1984 
 
 
“Under adversity, under oppression, the words begin to fail, the easy words begin 
to fail...in order to convey things accurately, the human being is almost forced to 
find the most precise words possible, which is a precondition for literature.”  
   —Rita Dove, poet, The New York Times, 6/20/93 
 
 
“I often do feel that theatre might truly save the world.  It is that expression on a 
stage in front of an audience....that tells us how we see ourselves, how we can 
better ourselves.” 
   —Jennifer Tipton, lighting designer, American Theatre  
   January 1986  

 
 
“Music has no effect on morals, any more than any other art, and to expect this of 
any of the arts is futile.  Only philosophy and religion have this power to stimulate 
devotion and a sense of duty.  If the arts do arouse these virtues, it is purely by 
chance.  What they can do is to soften uncouthness.” 

—Goethe, Goethe’s World View, trans. Heinz Norden, ed. 
Frederich Unger, 1963 

 
 
“The actual writing comes from the tension of being involved and yet standing 
apart.  You have to become involved with life, not only in personal relationships 
but for social causes.  But at the same time, you have to stand apart to pursue your 
writing, to struggle with words to define the whole question of being and 
existence.” 
   —Nadine Gordimer, The New York Times, 10/10/91 
 
 
“There is one point at which the moral sense and the artistic sense lie very near 
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together; that is in the light of the very obvious truth that the deepest quality of a 
work of art will always be the quality of the mind of the producer.” 
   —Henry James, The Portable Henry James edited by   
   Morton Dauwen Zabel 1951 
 
 
“If a play does not make us lose our balance, the evening is unbalanced”  

—Peter Brook, The Shifting Point: Theatre, Film, Opera, 
1946-1987. 54   

 
 
“Making social comment is an artificial place for an artist to start from.  If an artist 
is touched by some social condition, what the artist creates will reflect that, but 
you can't force it.” 

—Bella Lewitzky, choreographer, San Francisco Chronicle  
   March, 1979, The New Quotable Woman 1811.1 
 
 
“...what I try to show is...how at every moment, the world presents us with a 
composition in which a multitude of meanings and realities are available, and you 
are able to swim, lucid and self-contained, in that turbulent ocean of 
multiplicity....[it] should feel something like surfing.  The audience was riding a 
wave of piled-up perceptions, which constituted the play, balanced on a wave of 
exhilarating events....enveloped by a world in which things are happening, but 
over which you have no control—certainly an archetypal twentieth century 
experience.” 

—Richard Foreman, Unbalancing Acts: Foundations for a 
Theater by Richard Foreman, p. 53 and 96 

 
 

“[L]ooking back through my work, I see that I is invariably where I lacked a 
political purpose that I was betrayed into purple passages, sentences without 
meaning, decorative adjectives and humbug generally.” 
   —George Orwell, Why I Write (qtd. in Giroux) 
 
 
“The aristocratic nature of art...does not....absolve the artist of his responsibility to 
his public....On the contrary: because of his special awareness of his time and of 
the world in which he lives, the artist becomes the voice of those who cannot 
formulate or express their view of reality.  In that sense the artist is indeed vox 
populi.  That is why he is called to serve his own talent, which means serving his 
people....An artist is never free.  No group of people lacks freedom more.  An 
artist is bound by his gift, his vocation.” 
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—Andrey Tarkovsky, Sculpting in Time, Reflections on the 
Cinema translated by Kitty Hunter-Blair, University of  Texas 
Press 1986 

 
 
“The onlooker is as important as the artist.  In spite of what the artist thinks he is 
doing, something stays on that is completely independent of what he intended, and 
that something is grabbed by society—if he's lucky.  The artist himself doesn't 
count.  Society just takes what it wants.  The work of art is always based on these 
two poles of the maker and the onlooker, and the spark that comes from this bi-
polar action gives birth to something, like electricity.” 

—Marcel Duchamp, 1957, The Bride and the Bachelors by 
Calvin Tompkins 
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