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INTRODUCTION
On Wednesday, February 28, 2018, the Committee on Cultural Affairs, Libraries and International Intergroup Relations, chaired by Council Member Jimmy Van Bramer, will conduct an oversight hearing on “Art as Resistance State in Trump’s America.”  Witnesses invited to testify include the Department of Cultural Affairs (DCLA), members of the Cultural Institutions Group (CIG),
 various arts and cultural groups and organizations, academic institutions and other interested parties.
BACKGROUND

 Art as Political Expression
Art has had a variety of different functions throughout history, but it is often intended to appeal to and connect with human emotion.
 It has been used for aesthetic and communicative purposes, to express ideas, emotions, reactions, and even, worldviews. Whether it is auditory, visual, or performative, art is created and appreciated by experts and non-experts for a variety of reasons. As “[a]rtists show us new ways to see familiar things, and how to interpret new situations and events through various kinds of visual shorthand,” art extends and expands our shared common experiential language.

As art can creatively communicate revolutionary and transformative ideals, art has also often been used as a form of protest and political expression. “Political art” includes creative works produced by artists, activists, and social movements to react to current events, past events, different forms of oppression, violence, injustice, inequalities, and institutional controls with which they disagree.
 As people look for ways to engage with politics, artists, through their work, have ensured that the arts plays a vital role in the political narrative. Such art has been literal, responsive, and inspirational. Expression through political art in the U.S. has been particularly prolific since the November 2016 presidential election. On both sides of the political spectrum, artists have vociferously responded to Donald Trump’s nomination, election, and subsequent presidency. On the side of what has been dubbed “the resistance,” many artists have invoked the power of past movements to express their disagreement with current politics. For example, artists drew on the example of the Art Workers Coalition, a group of artists whose “Moratorium of Art to End the War in Vietnam” pressured museums to close for a day in October 1969 and laid the groundwork for an Art Strike Against Racism, War and Oppression the following year, 
 to call for an art strike on Inauguration Day, January 20, 2017 (J20). During this J20 Art Strike, also called the #J20 resistance movement, artists, critics, art historians, dealers, curators, and museums across the U.S. were called upon to stop work on Inauguration Day to protest the incoming presidential administration.
 In another case, the artist Christo, known for his work as half of the team behind The Gates (2005) project in Central Park, walked away from a 20 year, $15 million Colorado public project after President Trump effectively became the landlord of the federally-owned site.
 Christo stated that he made his decision because he “refuses to have anything to with President Trump.”
 On the other side of the spectrum, there are artists like Staten Island artist Scott LoBaido, who created a giant T to celebrate his candidate’s victory.
 And somewhere in the middle, there are artists like guerilla artist Sabo, who plastered the Los Angeles area with Make America Great Again stickers and put up posters of Donald Trump as a middle finger at a Bernie Sanders Art Expo,
 as a “symbol of contempt for the art world.”
  Wherever they fall on the political spectrum, artists today, like the artists before them, are using their mediums and talents to participate as active reactionaries to what they deem as unjust political actions. 
Importantly, political art has been used as a powerful agent to empower, educate, and contribute to social change. “In visual and audio arts, from stand-up comedy to paintings and rap music,” activists have explained, “protest art is unified by its socially conscious message and bold challenges to injustice and malgovernance.”
 Nor does all political art look the same; art history can claim everyone from Picasso to the Russian feminist punk rock group Pussy Riot to the enigmatic artist Banksy as creators of political art. Thus, political art has a rich history of addressing socio-political issues, challenging the traditional boundaries of power, and providing a space for those marginalized to be seen and heard. 

In the midst of such prolific creation of political art, New York City (“City” or “NYC”) is known as one of the major cultural capitals of the world. Home to a wealth of cultural amenities, including art galleries, museums, specialized public libraries and theaters, it is an important center for dance, film, literature, music, opera, theater and the visual arts. With more than 1,000 cultural organizations, “each with specific ties to communities, each with vastly different organizational structures and sizes, and each integral to the diversity of culture,”
 the five boroughs rank favorably in its concentration of cultural nonprofits and performing arts organizations.
 It is not surprising, then, that since the November 2016 presidential election, NYC has become home to much vibrant, reactionary political expression through art.
ART AS RESISTANCE STATE IN TRUMP’S AMERICA


Since the election of President Trump, and his Administration’s subsequent policies, actions and rhetoric, there have been a wave of protests and counter-protests across the country. The side resisting the President and his Administration is largely grassroots, and has manifested in community-based and large-scale actions, including organized protests and rallies, petitions, social media campaigns, fundraising for causes and candidates, individual and collective political action, voting registration campaigns, speeches, and art of all forms.
 
Artists and members of this resistance have not focused on a single issue, but have widely spread their efforts to fight for what they believe is right, which, over the past year, has seemed to be largely in conflict with the President’s own policies and stances. In response to President Trump’s Executive Order 13769, more commonly known as the travel ban of January 2017,
 for instance, thousands of protesters gathered and marched in cities and airports across the country in support of refugees and immigrants and in direct opposition to the ban
 while thousands of lawyers gathered at those same airports to offer pro bono assistance on site to those impacted by the Executive Order.
 While protesters took to the streets and airports, the art world also responded in opposition to the travel ban; in February 2017, for example, the Museum of Modern Art in NYC reconfigured one of its permanent-collection galleries to “showcase contemporary art from Iran, Iraq, and Sudan, whose citizens were subject to the ban.”
 In the process, the museum took down famous paintings from such artists as Picasso and Matisse; the New York Times called this “one of the strongest protests yet by a major cultural institution.”
 In another example, also in January 2017, protesters resisting the President’s inauguration and remarks against women and immigrants, showed up to fight for the civil and human rights of all, by participating in the largest single-day demonstration in recorded U.S. history, with up to 4 million marchers across the country, including 400,000 protesters in NYC alone.
 In January 2018, a year later, protesters turned out yet again for another robust Women’s March, with up to 200,000 people demonstrating in the City.
 One of the most visible forms of protest during these marches were the creative and witty artistic signs that protesters created and held up while demonstrating. Celebrating this show of protest and art, curators at institutions such as the New York Historical Society, the Museum of the City of New York, and the Smithsonian’s National Museum of American History in Washington D.C. have collected signs, for possible future exhibits.
 The Museum of the City of New York even had an exhibit entitled “Beyond Suffrage: A Century of Women in Politics,” which contained posters and other objects from New York’s 2017 Women’s March.
  

Nor has political art only been in reaction to direct policies; using art as general resistance to President Trump and the state of current events has proliferated over the past year, running parallel and often in conjunction with other forms of protest. In January 2018, for example, alongside the second Women’s March, artists across the country took part in the first Art Action Day, a day of activism which included public events, workshops, and performances, under the slogan “Art is Essential to Democracy.”
 The nationwide demonstration was sparked by a volunteer-run arts organization called The Federation, in direct response to President Trump’s travel ban. 
 The day of activism incorporated all forms of art as vehicles of protest; the Art Action Day included sing-along workshops in the East Village, for example, and a series of public readings and art installations hosted by poet Anne Waldman in Midtown Manhattan.
 “We want artists to be louder and more visible than ever, not silent,” Tanya Selvaratnam, co-founder of the group, said in an interview. “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.”


And, indeed, political art has not only proliferated in resistance to President Trump, but in support of him as well. In addition to Staten Island’s Scott LoBaido, there are artists, such as Jon McNaughton, who have expressed their support of the president through their art. In a painting titled “You Are Not Forgotten,” McNaughton painted a picture of the president, his foot on a snake, “standing over a young family nursing a small plant growing out of the cracked ground” while surrounded by police officers, military personnel, miners, and others with the White House in the background.
 The painting, the artist stated on his website, was to depict “neglected veterans, marginalized police officers and suffering familiars” and to praise President Trump. McNaughton also created a video of himself painting his latest work, which was a piece that “features a stadium full of people watching President Donald Trump pick up a tattered American flag and appears to reference last season’s NFL protests against policy brutality and racism.”


NYC has a history of embracing art as a form of resistance. It is the birth place to such revolutionary activists and artists such as the legendary Jean-Michel Basquiat, who is said to have challenged police brutality and addressed state violence against black people through his art.
 The City’s rich history of creating and hosting artists who use their various art forms to show personal and political protest has only made it a more welcoming environment for artists currently resisting the President’s policies and stances. Artists in the City have shown their activism in creative and often jarring displays over the past year. Artist Matthew “Levee” Chavez created Subway Therapy, an immersive art project started on Nov. 9, 2016, the day after the presidential election, that allowed New Yorkers, visitors, tourists, and commuters the chance to add sticky notes expressing their hopes and fears to a wall in Union Square subway station.
 “I wanted to provide people with an opportunity to engage in a small and easy way,” Mr. Chavez said on his blog of Subway Therapy, “It gave people an outlet to express their hopes and fears in a safe space.” The project collected nearly 50,000 notes from November through December of 2017.
 Las Vegas sculptor Ginger, on the other hand, was commissioned by anarchist artist group INDECLINE to create an installation titled The Emperor Has No Balls, a series of sculptures depicting a nude Donald Trump with no testicles. 
 These sculptures were found in public spaces in NYC,
 Seattle, Cleveland, Los Angeles and San Francisco; and were meant to reference the classic Hans Christian Andersen tale The Emperor’s New Clothes.
 The provocative sculptures garnered support as well backlash, with many critics claiming the installations were ageist, transphobic, and body shaming.
 In Queens, a group of artists, many of whom are anonymous, created a clock counting down President Trump’s remaining hours in office on the outside of a studio building on a Queens waterfront.
 And in Brooklyn, artists Adam Kiyoshi Fujita and Annica Lyndenberg painted a large mural that stated, simply “Everything is NOT OK,” as a message not to normalize current political developments they disagreed with.
  

These are but a few examples; other forms of artistic protest have burgeoned across the City and related media, including more street art, murals, protest signs, magazine covers, political cartoons, posters, billboards, sculptures, statutes, poetry slams, spoken word events, and readings, not to mention music and comedic art forms. Starting in August 2017, the Whitney Museum of American Art even began an exhibit entitled An Incomplete History of Protest: Selections from Whitney’s Collection, 1940-2017, which looks at how artists from the 1940s to the present have confronted political and social issues of their day. “Whether making art as a form of activism, criticism, instruction, or inspiration,” the museum describes, “the featured artists see their work as essential to challenging established thought and creating a more equitable culture.”


This vision of art as activism, as a critique, and as a literal, responsive, and aspirational conduit to exploring what a better world could be, seems to be the same vision that artists, communities, and organizations have really made come to life since November 2016.  “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,” Laura Michalchyshyn, another co-founder of The Federation, stated about the Art Action Day. “Art can make change and bring people together in ways that can be sublime and kind of extraordinary.”
 
CONCLUSION
Using the arts as a means to express protest has helped to address and empower New Yorkers and communities who feel disheartened and disenfranchised. Art in its many forms inspires hope. At this hearing, the Committee seeks to learn from NYC-based artists, institutions, and organizations about the use of art and culture as a resistance to Trump’s America. The Committee desires to explore the availability and needs for New Yorkers to express their passions and frustrations, in light of the environment created by recent general governmental actions, chatter, babble, and rhetoric. Finally, the Committee seeks to hear about the extraordinary art and artistic expression that New Yorkers are engaging with and creating, and how such art allows individuals and communities to express their views, including dissent.
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