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Introduction 

A short context of this writing is to explore the topic of how artistic protest is influential to international conflict and politics, and to combat the horrific political decisions that are made by the white, racial, supremacist of the United States of America. I will attempt to link my three chosen keywords, these being; ‘Social Activism’, ‘Protest’, and ‘Conflict’, in hopes that they will lead me to a clear and concise question in which to write my eventual Independent Enquiry. I hope that these keywords will point my in the right direction and help me to gain knowledge on the topic at hand, to guide me into what I should be looking into further in my dissertation. 

In this writing I will be exploring artistic protest and how this is used to protest political events, police brutality as well as conflict and war. I will also include an insight into how throughout history the use of artistic protest has been successful in areas of conflict, whether that be to bring joy and relief to the community or in propaganda pieces that were used to recruit. 








Social Activism 

The exploration of the term signifies that it is a process of which international action is used to bring about change, whether that be social, political, economic or environmental. The action itself is either in support or opposition to one side of an argument. This has generated the question and sparked the interest of, can art and activism change the world? Through this question the research began. 

By looking at artistic works through a performance, we can gain the understanding as to how powerful art can be in such situations such as for example police brutality, conflict, war which all command your attention.  The research that I am about to explain is leading up to my final thoughts of how art is able to influence protest, conflict and politics around the world and throughout history. 

“Performative activism imagines change. It provokes feeling, be that sympathy, anger, or love. Its affective force compels us to pay attention, and sometime to copy it, however we can.” (Harvie, 2015) Signs, banners and posters are used to convey the message to viewers or citizens and are used in act of civil disobedience. Activist art combines aesthetic, socio-political and technological developments that are used to challenge and complicate traditional boundaries and hierarchies of which are represented by those in power. An example of this would be the Black Lives Matter movement - in December of 2014 thousands of people across the United States of America “participated in acts of nonviolent civil disobedience.” (Taylor, 2019)  In the same month, over fifty thousand people marched through the streets of New York chanting, demanding and the declaration of ‘Black Lives Matter’, “in ways similar to the cry of ‘freedom now’ during the civil rights movement.” (Taylor, 2019) With a racist, offensive, white supremacist sitting at the top of the food chain of power in the United States. The organisation struggles with protesting and being heard. Donald Trump made the Black Lives Matter organisation his enemy, describing the “activists as terrorists” (Taylor, 2019), he begun to collect surveillance on any black activists and eliminated any chance of them speaking out and protesting ever again in a bid to save his inauguration. But yet, “in a stupor of rage and disbelief, with hopes shattered like broken glass, the experiences of police abuse and [image: "America" (2017) by Danielle Siegelbaum, part of the Untitled Space's "One Year of Resistance" exhibition.]intimidation united young black people around the country.” (Taylor, 2019)













Figure 1: “America” 2017 by Danielle Siegelbaum

Learning that aesthetic that is used to examine the nature of art and our experience with it, has led me to introduce the theory by Immanuel Kant in The Critique of Judgement. Kant founded the theory of aesthetic judgement and believes that art can be tasteful yet soulless due to the subject lacking the natural form and taking the form of being a carbon-copy version of it instead. He assumes that the cognition involved in judging fine art it similar to the cognition involved in judging natural beauty. This leads to the fact that an aesthetic idea is a successful attempt towards rational idea, it is used to provoke the viewer to not just “understand the work conceptually” (Philosophy, n.d.) but to reach the state of mind of the ‘artist’ when the art was being created – the excitement. This level of excitement can be achieved when involving specific colours, this is where the theory of colour is becomes relevant.

Psychological and biological tendencies usually lead to colour theory. A theory of which is used to provoke different emotions when viewing an art piece. The reactions of the viewer to colours are “rooted in psychological effects, biological conditions and cultural imprinting.” (Gremillion, 2019) Warm colours – like red, orange and yellow – evoke feeling of happiness, optimism and energy, they are attention grabbing. However, they can also signify danger or hazards, and the urge to ‘take action’ but at the same time can increase one’s appetite. By combining primary and secondary colours these can also be “happy colours” (Gremillion, 2019), which have a youthful, colourful effect. Cool or sad colours – green, blue, purple or neutrals – can evoke a variety of emotions, it can either be calming or soothing but also provoke quintessential sadness. It can however be used to display health, beauty and security. Black in Western cultures is used to show grief and mourning, whereas white in East Asia is used to emphasise purity and rebirth. 

However, in the area we are looking into, ‘social activism and activist art’, it is quite important to remember that colours can be subjective and are not completely agreed on universally and appeal differently in individual countries. We must also keep in mind that colours evoke different emotions in everyone, and it is usually due to the viewers’ past experiences or cultural differences, whether that be trauma or otherwise, an example of this would be Figure 9, which was created through experiences of war and trauma. This is a perfectly reasonable explanation as to why the colours red and black are used in a lot of protests, marches and movements – to either display anger or danger as well as grief, mourning and loss.
[image: "Apotheosis of War" (1871) by Vasily Vereshchagin. The works of realist painter Vereshchagin were often criticized in Russia for their unfavorable depiction of the country's military.]
Figure 2: Apotheosis of War by Vasily Vereshchagin



Protest 
The word ‘Protest’ relates to the first keyword, social activism. They are a product of a traumatic or life-changing situation, which are produced by activists and social movements that are demonstrating acts of civil obedience. This is a way to communicate a powerful message to inform and persuade citizens by evoking emotions.

The exploration of the term ‘protest’ is the act of a person showing that they disagree with something by standing somewhere, shouting, carrying signs and among other things. The protests are usually public protests against the war, but it can either be peaceful or violent. An example of this would be the celebration of the one-year anniversary of Trump’s inauguration as well as the Women’s March, which was inspired by his inauguration. It was “the largest single-day protest in the nation’s history.” (Aileen Kwun, 2018) was called Art Action Day, all artists were “hoping to reclaim the day for artistic expression, the initiative is being promoted under the slogan ‘Art is Essential to Democracy’.” (Aileen Kwun, 2018)

Michalchyshyn said “the goal is to have anyone and everyone, whether you’re an artist, a cultural group, media entity or an individual who just wants to acknowledge that art not only unites us but has impact. art can make change and bring people together in ways that can be sublime and kind of extraordinary.” (Aileen Kwun, 2018) For myself and the question I will eventually answer, this quote signifies that no matter the political issue, there will always be art protesting it and that there will always be art to protest political decisions and influence future political decisions in the areas and for the people who need change the most.
[image: ]
Figure 3: Women’s March, Washington, D.C. (2017)

The ‘One Year of Resistance’, an exhibition which was open to all genders, showing response to the first twelve months of Donal Trump’s presidency. It also in response to “the rollback of immigration rights, Trump’s policies on gun control, the Me Too movement, transgender rights, white supremacy and neo=Nazi movement”. (Nevins, 2018) The exhibiton is compiled of work from more than 80 artists which “reflect a variety of genders, ages, backgrounds and political concerns.” (Aileen Kwun, 2018)
[image: "The Ashes" by Desdemona Dallas, part of the Untitled Space's "One Year of Resistance" exhibition.]
Figure 4: ‘The Ashes’ by Desdemona Dallas

[image: "America" (2017) by Touba Alipour, part of the Untitled Space's "One Year of Resistance" exhibition.]
Figure 5: ‘America’ (2017) by Touba Alipour

[image: "Bannon's First Snowman" (2017) by Joel Tretin, part of the Untitled Space's "One Year of Resistance" exhibition.]
Figure 6: ‘Bannon’s First Snowman’ (2017) by Joel Tretin 
[image: ][image: ]Figure 7: ‘War Machine’ by Perceptual Art
Figure 8: ‘War Machine’ by Perceptual Art
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Figure 9: ‘Lady Liberty’ by Woodrow Wilson

Tanya Selvaratnam commenting on Art Action Day:

“We want artists to be louder and more visible than ever, not silent. We’re not looking for everybody to say, do or wear the same thing. In fact, quite the opposite – we want it to be chaotic and myriad and pluralistic, because we’re artists. It’s a beautiful chaos.” (Aileen Kwun, 2018)

This can be seen in the figures above. Colour theory has been thought about and well-used here, every colour will make you feel a different emotion. But put them all together in these artworks, under the circumstances that they were created in and the message that is trying to be portrayed, the combination of these emotions and colours will bring you to feeling a few single emotions – anger, power, hatred. These specific emotions are usually all focused on situations such as police brutality against blacks, the political decisions on immigration laws, the illegal incarceration of innocent citizens and so forth.







Conflict 

“Conflict is the beginning of consciousness” said by M. Esther Harding 

It is an active disagreement between people or countries that have opposing views, opinions or principles.  

Dr Bernadette Buckley revolved her research around the relationship between art, war and terrorism. When artists began to respond to the event of the 9/11 attacks in 2001, she became “interested in the role of the imagination in constructing experience and understanding the relationship between art and conflict.” (Goldsmiths, n.d.) She was able to portray and conclude that art can become the catalyst in conflict for a response of change. Other than using armed forces to combat the issue, I do agree that art can be a catalyst in conflict and evoke change in the near future, it evokes a certain emotion in powerful people, charities and locals to take that first step in the right direction to eliminate the conflict, war and terror altogether. In 2009, she wrote an essay which “established how Iraqi artists were continuing to respond creatively to the conflict, despite experiencing the wholesale destruction of their cultural heritage.” (Goldsmiths, n.d.)

Buckley’s research aims to “create change in areas blighted by conflict.” A student at Goldsmiths created the Artraker Fund and Prize which is used to “help shape and inspire through the medium of art how people and organisations understand, engage and respond to conflicts.” (Goldsmiths, n.d.)

A panel at the Middle East Institute brought together artists, scholars and experts from international organisations joined the media “to discuss the role of the arts in response to conflict, the positive impact art can have on affected communities and its ability to give voice to despair.” (Institute, 2016) They provided projects that have successfully “helped heal displaced and traumatised communities” and bring light to the positive social and economic change. From this, the question; ‘what role cultural and creative industries play within conflicts’, was generated. 

Manal Omar, one of the panellists, noted “that in conflict zones, the arts serve as coping mechanisms and enablers for resilience, survival, and accountability.” (Institute, 2016) In areas where power is demonstrated through violence, the arts and culture serve as an alternative form of this power for the disenfranchised. She also noted that it gives people a sense of joy through this demoralising and traumatic conflicts. Art has been created during conflict over many years, whether it be propaganda or general art, it was produced to bring some calm into the storm. 

For example, in the First World War there were two main streams that produced official war art. “The Imperial War Museum was given the task of collecting all kinds of material documenting the war, including art.” (Tate, n.d.) The government at the time was also commissioning and purchasing art to create a memorial to the war, which were produced by some of the best and most avant-garde British artists, such as Paul Nash, Sir Stanley Spencer and Christopher Richard Nevinson. The Imperial War Museum continued to commission war artists throughout the Second World War, all the way up to this present day, including artists by the likes of Linda Kitson (Falklands War), Peter Howson (Bosnian Civil War) and Langlands & Bell (Afghanistan conflict).

[image: Bob and Roberta Smith, ‘Make Art Not War’ 1997]
Figure 10: Make Art Not War, Bob and Roberta Smith, 1997










Conclusion

To summarise, Conflict, Protest and Social Activism are not one without the other and all three are linked by the fact that they are all necessary in the communication of art for the benefit of activism in society. Each approaching similar topics in society today and how art is involved in these events to either bring light to the situations at hand and not only bring calm, hope and joy in troubling and traumatising times, but the use of art to communicate a true and realistic narrative of a situation at hand and what society (as a community) can do to bring about change or spark discussion. This could potentially lead to societal change and a humanitarian conflict of morals between the public and the hierarchy. 

All of this research will lead to the impending question of my independent enquiry, which will aim to incorporate protest, conflict and social activism to bring relevancy to the constant police brutality towards citizens, the illegal incarceration and the corrupt legal and presidency system and the political decisions are made by answering the question of: how does international conflict and politics influence artistic protest.

I will include more examples of artists, theorists and philosophers and use their knowledge and reasoning to challenge the political issues within society today.
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