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In Modern day society, is it intended that public exhibition spaces promote social injustice? Should this be challenged to confront and encourage cultural democracy, or is it merely a subconscious behaviour. 












Introduction
In 2007, Tony Blair, former Prime Minister of the Labour party, pledged to make art a central part of Britain’s culture and made entry to all national collections in museums free. 

“When people on low incomes can visit museums free of charge, and see great works of art, they take something of the inspiration with them. A nation that cares about art will not just be a better nation. In the early 21st Century it will be a more successful one. And a more cohesive one. Because art, more than any programmes of government, worthy and necessary though those are, can make people consider, see things differently, understand where the other comes from.” (Blair, 2007)

Blair’s speech in front of the Tate Modern was a big step forward for cultural democracy - “the desire for every culture to be respected equally without hierarchy.”  
The Responsive Museum, eds Lang, Reeve & Woollard

Yet today, cultural capital, still creates social inequality. Not only within society, but also within the art world. 

French Sociologist Pierre Bordieu (1930-2002) developed the concepts of ‘habitus’ and cultural capital to explain ways in which relationships of social inequality were reproduced through the education system. Cultural Capital, refers to the collection of symbolic elements such as skills, tastes, posture, clothing, mannerisms, material belongings, credentials, etc. that one acquires through being part of a social class. But Bourdieu also points out that cultural capital is a major source of social inequality. Certain forms of cultural capital are valued over others, and can help or block other social mobility just as much as income or wealth. Pierre explains that cultural capital comes in three forms, embodied, objectified and institutionalised. (Bourdieu, 2005)

Habitus, refers to the physical embodiment of cultural capital, to the deeply ingrained habits, skills, and dispositions that we possess due to our life experiences. In the correct situation, an individual’s habitus allows them to successfully navigate social environments. 

A recent case study explored the responses of 38 older people to contemporary visual art through the results of a 28-month study, where it was researched how cultural capital, habitus and class influence the responses of older adults to the field of contemporary visual art. Five groups of older people, with a range of different backgrounds were taken to galleries and their responses were recorded, transcribed and analysed. It is concluded that the participant’s responses are influenced by their cultural capital, habitus and class, which in turn are affected by their life course experiences. Evidence indicates that group dynamics and social class are important to the way individuals recognise their field and interpret art, for example many did not view contemporary art as “art”. (Newman, Goulding and Whitehead, 2013)

Statistics show that the fight for gender and race equality in the art world is far from over, despite decades of postcolonial, feminist, anti-racist, and queer activism and theorising, the art world continues to exclude “other” artists – those who are women, of colour, and LGBTQ.  
In Curatorial Activism, by Maura Reilly questions how can we encourage people in the art world to think about gender, race, and sexuality, to understand that these are persistent concerns that require action? And most importantly, how can we all contribute to ensuring that the art world becomes more inclusive? (Reilly, 2018)

Within my chosen keywords I will be exploring examples of exhibitions that embody the various strategies of curatorial activism beginning with... and ending with ... The coverage of each exhibition includes a selection of key images and an outline of the show’s theme and curatorial aim. It is important to point out that the selection of exhibitions I have chosen have been informed by my identity as a young white woman from the UK, who most often sees exhibitions between Wales, the UK, and Europe. 

First Key Word – Resist
Resisting Masculinism and Sexism. 

“Do you see art as a man’s world? Yes, it is a world where men and women are continually trying to satisfy the power of men.” 
Louise Bourgeois (Reilly, 2018)

Since the 1970’s, women have come a long way since Linda Nochlin wrote her landmark essay “Why have there been no great women artists?” And over the past two decades, curators have shown greater interest in including women more fully into major group exhibitions, for example, the Venice Biennale of 2019 organised by Ralph Rugoff, features 37 women artists – just under half of the individuals on the list. One woman museum shows and retrospectives are also becoming popular since the 2000s. For example, Diane Arbus’ recent retrospective show, In the Beginning at the Hayward Gallery, London gave a clearer insight into the photographer’s early career compared to its former 1972 retrospective exhibition in 1972.
[image: nstallation view of the exhibition 'diane arbus: in the beginning' in sit]
Installation Shot of Diane Arbus: In the Beginning at the Hayward Gallery.

When Diane Arbus had her first retrospective exhibition in 1972 at the Museum of Modern Art in New York, many of her early photographs were not included or published in the catalogue. This exhibition added many more pictures to the canon, and in some ways, acts a volume on of her work, and the previous 1972 show at the MOMA almost acting as ‘volume two.’ (Southbank Centre, 2019) 

This is an example of a revisionism strategy, where individuals are reclaimed from history, and the canon itself is re-written. A revisionist approach rediscover what the canon has suppressed, and looks for the “sins and errors” of the past. (E Showalter) Revisionist Strategies enable curators to present a wider selection of works and artists related to a subject. As well as Revisionism, there also other strategies of which can be used to resist masculinism and sexism. Area Studies produces new canons by focusing on work that is based on either racial, geographical, gendered or sexual orientation. This type of strategy encourages exhibitions that spotlight Women Artists, African American Art, Middle Eastern Art or LGBTQ+. In other words, anything outside the white, male western centre is designated to a new space or area. Which although gives good recognition to the artist, it doesn’t integrate the artists, but instead keeps them separate from the canon as they exist as entirely separate entities. A third strategy that can be used to resist masculinism and sexism is Relational Studies, and is described as the most efficient way to debunk the Euro-US-centrism. A relational approach “presents art as if it were a polysemic site of contradictory positions and contested practices. The focus goes beyond a mere description of discrete regions and cultures, it transcends the “additive” approach, collapses the destructive centre-periphery binary, and is essentially postmodern in nature: it is textual, dialogic and “writerly”” (Reilly, 2018)

Although things are improving between masculinism and sexism in the art world, there are still some statistics that must be noted. In 2013 the ELF (East London Fawcett) examined the artists represented at 134 London galleries and less than 1/3 were women. At the re-opening of the Tate Modern in 2016, of 300 artists represented in the re-hang of the permanent collection, less than 1/3 were women, fewer still non-white. And in, 2013 less than a third of artists represented in US commercial galleries were women. Yet between 65% - 80% of US art students and around 70% MFA students are women. (Nmwa.org, 2019)  
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The Guerrilla Girls’ 1986 Report Card alongside Pussy Galore’s 2015 Report Card © Pussy Galore

The Pussy Galore are an anonymous international feminist art collective of artists, curators, critics, collectors, educators and writers dedicated to eradicating sexism in the art world via a series of insurrectionist tactics, be it artwork, actions/performances, exhibitions, purchases, articles, classes, books and so forth. This modern reproduction of the Guerrilla Girls’ 1986 report card shows that Sexism is still alive and well within the art world. But why? 

Art patrons, collectors, museum directors and philanthropist are playing major roles in addressing the systemic sexism. In 2016, the Tate Modern, London hired its first female director Frances Morris who has publicly pledged to show more women artists, “It isn’t like we are celebrating women for six months and then all the chaps come back” she reported in The Guardian. “There is a commitment now to show the real history of art and the contribution made by many women who have been overlooked for many reasons.” However, changes to the programming and exhibition lists of Tate Modern are yet to be seen, as mentioned previously, of the three hundred artists displayed in the 2016 re-hang of the permanent collection, less than a third are women.

Second Key Word – Confront
Tackling White Privilege and Western Centrism.

“[The art world] is one of the last bastions of white supremacy-by-exclusion”
(Wilson, 1987)

As the Judith Wilson’s quote above pointedly conveys, the art world is still invested in promoting the legacies of patriarchal western art history. The art world favours certain artists over other, despite the artist’ conception of producing new and original ideas. The idea that truly talented and exceptional artists are rewarded by the art world for the art they produce is a misconception. Many individuals actively work against this construct. For example, The White Pube. 

[image: he White Pube ... Gabrielle de la Puente and Zarina Muhammad.]






The White Pube ... Gabrielle de la Puente and Zarina Muhammad. 
Photograph: The White Pube

The White Pube is the collaborative identity of Gabrielle de la Puente and Zarina Muhammad under which they challenge the art world through writing criticism. The White Pube began writing after feeling that art critique had become boring, overly academic, male and white privileged. The White Pube decided to take a more ‘embodied’ approach and write personal reviews of exhibitions, reflecting on personal reactions and recording encounters with aesthetic experience. They are also known for boycotting institutions for poor treatment in the arts, and use their position to call out on situations that make artists feel left out of the world that they deserve to be a part of. 

“So many critics presume that they have the authority to predict your response [to an artwork],” says Muhammad. “It’s all outdated. Art critics are either trying to canonise artworks for the market or actively make contemporary art history. The White Pube, by contrast, is about the immediate encounter we have with the art.”  (Goh, 2019)

While traditional criticism is still a valuable judgement on art, the White Pube keep an honest approach and go with gut instinct, rating things a one star or a five star (good or bad).  Their reviews are an “anchor” to certain aspects of an art work. The White Pube value the reviews you would give a friend, by word of mouth or Facebook Messenger, more than what the Evening Standard had written. This approach plays as a core in their writing.  (Goh, 2019)

Another group trying to tackle white privilege and resist western centrism is the Working-Class Artists Network (WANK) which are a group of 12 is a collective of artists stemming from traditional working class upbringings. They have all witnessed first-hand the disparity between working class practitioners within the creative industries, and have formed together to exhibit their art work actively as a pledge for change.. Within the collective is young artist Abi Haywood, who goes by her fictional persona ‘Snotty Bitch’. Abi recently completed a foundation in Art at Leeds College of Art and funded her foundation year by selling videos of herself sneezing to online sneeze fetishists, which then developed into a body of work. 

Poor arts funding makes for an exclusive and inaccessible industry. The artist earns more money selling her work as porn than she would by selling her art. Her work is an institutional critique of the art world that exists today.
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Instagram Post by wank_collective.

Third Key Word – Challenge 
Strategies for Change

As evidenced, many artists and individuals are working hard to develop strategies to obstruct the underrepresentation, silencing and erasure of many artists throughout the world. These individuals have taken great strides forward in challenging hierarchies and circulating new knowledge. However, the art world remains defined by straight, white men – the legacy of authority and privilege still exists. 

Curators must also be encouraged to build on the historiography of activist exhibitions since the 1970s, and should attempt to ensure that the work of non-white, non-male, non-heterosexual artists are also accessible and available to scholars, gallerists and curators. We must simply revise the canon. 

Ethical curating is the act of talking back. As cultural critic Bell Hooks put it, “Speaking is not solely an expression of creative power; it is an act of resistance, a political gesture that challenges politics of domination that would render us nameless and voiceless.” To “talk back” as a curator means to break the rules established by Western and male-dominated institutions. (Genova, 2018) We must not wait for change, we must be proactive. Similarly, to the White Pube and Wank Collective, we must call out institutions, critics and curators, collectors and gallerists for their sexist and racial practices. And we must be aware of statistics. The data must be made public and shared – as the Guerilla Girls and the Pussy Galore do. We must use strategies for change, so that arts professionals will be under greater pressure to be more aware of who they are supporting, promoting, writing about and publishing. 

As feminist critic and philosopher Gayatri Spivak constantly reminds us, we must always acknowledge not only who we are, but where we are, that is where we are positioned in relation to hierarchies, and to questions of authority and privilege. (Shohat, 2001) 

This exploration into the art world and the study of Curatorial Activism has led to my proposal of whether it is intended in modern day society, that public exhibition spaces promote social injustice. And should it be challenged to confront and promote cultural democracy, or is it merely a subconscious behaviour. 
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