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Introduction to the Anthology

Darcy White and Stephanie Hartle

Activism is dangerous. Dangerous for the activist, but more so for the political status quo threatened when the ideological foundations upon which it languishes comes under scrutiny and are challenged. Challenged not with the threat of violence but by the force of new ideas – ideas for building a safer and more equitable world. But in what form should these ideas be explored, communicated and demanded? Particularly if they are to be taken to the heart of the problem, the seat of the power behind whose door the solution resides. Even more particularly, if, in the face of indifference or hostility, you are determined to push against that door and be noticed – and moreover, to bring other people along with you.

The world is at a very dangerous moment. Gripped by a scale of planetary crises never before experienced by humankind, of which too many of us are only now becoming aware. A moment of planetary ‘entanglement’ and of ‘dread’, as people are ‘Caught in the stranglehold of injustice and inequality, much of humanity is threatened by a great chokehold’ (Mbembe 2021: S59/S60). But, it is hoped that ‘a day after will come’ but it will come ‘only with a giant rupture, the result of radical imagination’ (ibid.: S60).1 It is faith in the potential force of such ‘radical imagination’ that drives people on in the face of overwhelming odds, together with the realization that we are at such a moment of ‘giant rupture’ that will provide the opportunity for transformation. And living as we do in a cultural landscape in which the visual is privileged, then the language must be, at least in part, that of visual communication. Where ‘aesthetic gestures, images, and performances make political thinking possible precisely because they work at the level of both thought and affect, and engender the space of appearance’, a space in which to be seen – ‘the space of both speech and action’ (Pollock 2018: 15).2

As Achille Mbembe has observed, people are turning not only to ‘languages of resistance, but languages of opposition, languages of confrontation and protagonism’ (2016). But many believe that the languages of protagonism must also include those that advocate for solutions in an activism of resilience, because the situation is urgent and some have long lost hope and have little left with which to fight for their own salvation. There is no time to wait. In the words of one activist: ‘It’s useless to wait. To go on waiting is madness. The catastrophe is not coming it is already here. We are already situated within the collapse of civilization. It is within this reality that we must choose sides’ (ibid.).3

This anthology: aims, terms and concepts

This anthology is not a definitive or comprehensive study of visual activism in the twenty-first century, and does not attempt to be. Fortunately, perhaps, because of the richness of the work that is being undertaken by activists of all kinds across the world, this would be an impossible task and one that would risk perpetuating a cannon of important causes, actions, and events that are already very well documented elsewhere. Instead, we have brought together a selection of case studies that provide a wide range of examples of the strategies and methodologies employed within activism and protest, echoing the observation made by Paula Serafini in 2014, that such strategies are ever more inspired and emphasize ‘the value of art and creativity as tools for political action’ (p. 321). We pursue an investigation into the question of the nature of the relationship and, arguably, the continuum, between what happens in the safer spaces of the art institution and what is increasingly occurring on the streets and in other non-safe spaces. Creativity here equates with not simply mimetic and powerful visual representations, but also with the clever use of visual references, intertextualities, re-appropriations, puns, metaphors, performances and other ingenuities. Some are artistic and visually pleasing, others are visually and intellectually arresting, but challenging, often sobering and at times deeply disturbing.

Our investigation is concerned with two domains – relating to the visual and to activism – and is premised on the question of whether there is good reason to believe that there is an increasingly strong association between these two domains.4 We welcome the lead taken by Griselda Pollock who, working in relation to art and feminism, identified a ‘need to invent concepts to confront what has happened in this encounter’ and to ‘understand what is happening in their relationship now’ (2018: 1, 4). We recognize a similar need in relation to the encounter between the visual and activism. However, for the present, our task is not to invent, but to identify the concepts and terms of reference that are being brought to the analysis of this relatively new field of study. It is hoped that this collection will contribute to a growing understanding of cultural and global differences concerning the nature of the relationship of art to the visual elements of activism. As editors, we concur with Serafini’s suggestion, that ‘there is a significant lack of work addressing the ways in which art is explicitly incorporated into activist strategies as political instruments’ (although this is beginning to be addressed), and that ‘aesthetics and art theory can add a new dimension to the study of political activism and social movements’ (2014: 320). However, other theoretical approaches are also necessary, and are already adding to the emerging discourse. So, we begin this discussion with an exploration of a few relevant terms and concepts – not to pin them down, but to suggest a basis from which to proceed. Terms and concepts that remain open and contestable. The spheres of critical analysis concerning the visual in relation to activist strategies include ideas about ‘visuality’, the ‘right to look’ and the ‘space of appearance’.5 Such concepts are becoming established as the foundations upon which to examine the dynamics of the visual in activism, but one of the premises of this project is to extend the field of enquiry – particularly given the rapidly changing context in which activism is occurring.

The term ‘visual activism’, as yet unsettled, lies ‘at the intersection of visual culture, artistic practice, social actions and movements’ (Sliwinska 2020: 5). Following South African artist and activist Zanele Muholi who, it has been suggested, originated the term in 2013,6 we take as our broad definition, and area of examination, the manifold ways in which the ‘tools’ of visual culture are used with the aim of promoting progressive change in the world. Visual technologies, whether old or new, modest or spectacular, every day or orchestrated, are increasingly utilized by activists on the street, in places of detention, within corporate and institutional spaces and, of course, online. These very different contexts come with differing degrees of danger, levels of citizen participation and agency and in such contexts the visual performs different functions to create and achieve different effects.

What is ‘visuality’?

As with all ideas, those concerning the visual are in a perpetual state of flux, contingent upon wider cultural forces. An important intervention into the recent use of the term ‘visuality’ came from Nicholas Mirzoeff, who noted in 2011, that the term is not as new as we might suppose, but rather a nineteenth-century term – indeed, ‘an old word for an old project’ – relating to the ability of the state, and those otherwise occupying positions of authority, to visualize.7 Visuality, in this paradigm, is concerned with the control of power, history and ideas, current ideological systems as well as future directions. It describes the mechanisms by which authority is first coveted and envisioned, then established, maintained and renewed – through processes of ‘classifying, segregating, and aestheticizing’, whereby authoritative ideological systems are furnished with an apparent logic and even beauty which serves to legitimize them – making them seem ‘real’ (ibid.: 476). The ability to visualize is therefore fundamental to what Mirzoeff called ‘the complexes of visuality’ (ibid.), which he later refined and refocused, using the term the ‘colonial complex’ (2020a: 13). Thus, it is important to appreciate that ‘visuality’ refers not merely or straightforwardly to tangible visual products, but to the realm of the imagined – the realm of visualization, of envisaging and the visionary. Authority is achieved and maintained by those who are skilled at visualization, and who control the vision, narrative and messaging of the given authoritative context. Today, such messages are communicated visually to a significant extent, therefore visual strategies used in activism carry significant potential. Indeed, the idea that aesthetics underpins all political behaviour is well established, where ‘not all art is political, but all politics is aesthetic’ (Sartwell in Werbner, Webb and Spellman-Poots 2014: 1).8

The ‘right to look’ and the ‘space of appearance’

The mechanics of ‘visuality’ depend upon the establishment of codes of behaviour that describe, delimit and determine relations of structural power which are challenged when we claim, what Mirzoeff (and others before him) call ‘the right to look’ (2011: 473).9 An assertion of the ‘right to look’ is a claim to ‘autonomy, not individualism or voyeurism’ but a right to ‘political subjectivity and collectivity’ (ibid.). In short, it means the claiming back of agency by those who have been denied it, from those who have orchestrated this denial. In this way, the claim to ‘the right in the right to look acknowledges the patriarchal slave-owning genealogy of authority – and refuses it’ (ibid.: 479) This claiming back of agency – this claim to ‘the right to look’ – may therefore be understood as a countervisuality, as a fundamental challenge to the forces underpinning visuality and everything that is gained by it. Moreover, when Mirzoeff (and others) speak of ‘the right to look’ this also implies ‘a right to the real’ (ibid.: 473); the right not to be subject to the dishonesty inherent in the dissembling, obscuring and ultimately controlling mechanisms of visuality. Those who claim this right, demand they are afforded equal access to their own humanity, self-determination and to the public realm and with this the right of (self)-representation through ‘action and speech’ – the ‘space of appearance’ (Arendt [1958] 1998). The claim to the ‘right to the real’ therefore insists on the open acknowledgement of the foundations of exploitation and oppression upon which capitalism was built and neoliberalism now thrives, and demands a commitment to addressing and dismantling such foundations.

All of this cuts to the heart of the various case studies addressed in the chapters of this book, which, in turn, examine how such demands are being made, the visual forms they take and the spaces in which they are enacted. A spectrum emerges. At one end, the (relatively) safe, sanctioned physical spaces of curation within art institutions and museums, and other authorized sites of public art, integrated into the urban fabric of the street and its buildings, installed in parks or even in the unlikely location of the bottom of the sea. At the other, those unsafe sites where unauthorized actions carry risks of illegality and punishment, whether on the streets, outside seats of government or at detention centres. But cutting across this spectrum of safety are the virtual spaces of activism, the online platforms where the level of risk is contingent upon the wider context. But all such spaces are dynamic and potentially unpredictable, where acts of transgression occur in relation to the given context – what is safe in one context could be perilous in another; so, mitigating for risk can be, and often is, built into the design of an action where the visual is deployed for the possibility of its potential to play a part in such mitigation.

Understanding the dynamics of space is, therefore, fundamental to discussions of regimes of protest, and here the ideas of Hannah Arendt are core. In The Human Condition ([1958] 1998) Arendt argues that every human requires a space to think and reflect on their existence in the world – but they also require a space in which to ‘appear’ in order to be actualized; the ‘space of appearance which is the public realm’ (ibid.: 220) a place of ‘action and speech’ which confirms the ‘the reality of one’s self, of one’s own identity’ and the ‘reality of the surrounding world’ (ibid.: 208). Fundamentally, acts of protest require others as co-actors, as witnesses and as receptors: indeed, for Arendt, ‘the political realm rises directly out of acting together’ (ibid.: 198). Or, as expressed by Pollock in relation to the activist work of Sonia Khurana: ‘Using our bodies, “we” can come together in this space of action … the space of coexistence’ (Pollock 2018: 9).10

Countervisuality and devisualization

Countervisuality does not necessarily take a visual form. For example, Jacques Rancière points to the emancipation achieved through education by which a person acquires an ‘intelligence’ that obeys ‘only itself even while the will obeys another will’ (1991: 13). Thus, the techniques of visuality are revealed and challenged. The mechanisms of visuality create a habitus that is hostile to perhaps the majority of its citizens, where only some are afforded the ‘right to look’ – for the rest, it is a ‘space of nonappearance’ (Mirzoeff 2017). This begs a question – in such circumstances, under what conditions might an individual or group gain access to the ‘space of appearance which is the public realm’? (Arendt [1958] 1998: 220). Mirzoeff, at pains to point out that the project of visuality must be perpetually maintained by the given authority in order to be effective, argues that ‘it is that space between intention and accomplishment that allows for the possibility of a countervisuality’ (2011: 482). Moreover, those wanting to exercise their right to act and speak out against something – or, indeed, make visible an alternative as in acts of ‘aesthetic resilience’ – do so by looking for, creating or otherwise exploiting this in-between space – a space that we can think of in Rancière’s terms as a moment of rupture – where ‘the rupture is not defeating the enemy. It’s ceasing to live in the world the enemy has built for you’ (Mirzoeff 2020a: 11). Mirzoeff calls this process ‘devisualization’, as he explains: ‘the space of appearance today is the workshop for the production of devisuality, meaning the undoing of visuality by decolonization. Devisualizing means undoing the processes of classification, separation and aestheticization formed under settler colonialism’ (ibid.: 13).

Mirzoeff’s use of the ‘workshop’ metaphor is prescient. Based on the evidence of recent practices of law enforcement in the UK, such workshops (in a literal sense) are being understood, managed and constructed for a general public, as a serious threat to the establishment. To cite one noteworthy example: on 25 June 2021, London’s Metropolitan Police raided premises taken to be Extinction Rebellion’s ‘art factory’ and arrested rebels engaged in painting props allegedly destined for a ‘Free the Press’ protest planned for the following weekend.11 Police interventions of this kind suggest that acts of countervisuality and/or devisuality are increasingly considered a problem and will not be tolerated – even in so-called liberal societies, where acts of peaceful protest, and even preparation for peaceful protest, are routinely framed as ‘unreasonable’, ‘irrational’ and ‘illegitimate’ by policing agencies, both in their internal training materials and through the mouthpiece of the media (Jackson, Gilmore and Monk 2019: 34–5). We will return to this point.

When, in 2020, Mirzoeff was asked what he considered to be the most important visual of the year, he answered that it was undoubtedly the filming of the murder of George Floyd by police, taken on a mobile phone by Darnella Frazier, an astute 17-year-old girl who took a decision to film and keep filming for the full duration of the 8:45 minutes over which the murder took place. The visibility of these events was significant, Mirzoeff ventured, because it would ‘change the everyday lives for tens of millions of American citizens’ (2020b). The film of this atrocity was picked up by the world’s news media, and undoubtedly watched by countless numbers of viewers, and Mirzoeff’s point is that its significance was in large part due to the way in which it showed that ‘another world is possible’ (ibid.). This argument is seductive, yet debatable. Indeed, in the current moment of a plurality of crises and widespread feelings of ‘dread’ in the context of ‘societies of enmity’, the ‘brutality of borders’ (Mbembe [2016] 2019: 2, 3), and ‘annihilator ideologies’ (Pollock 2018: 15), it is hardly a surprise that many black commentators refused to watch this spectacle. Contrast the optimistic tone of Mirzoeff’s comments with those of Judith Butler’s more sober suggestion – that the murder of George Floyd had ‘shifted and intensified an already pervasive sense of peril – not only because he was yet another black life … but because the spectacle of his killing was a shameless advertisement for white supremacy, a resurgence of a lynching explicitly performed for the cell phone video’ (Butler 2020). These statements are perhaps telling for the way they index the differing perspectives that motivate a belief in the importance of action.

Perhaps Mirzoeff’s fervent comment that ‘another world is possible’ chimes with a similarly hopeful conviction that drives the present outpouring of dissent through various forms of protest and in relation to a wide variety of issues and causes (2020b). But a graver evaluation might suggest that such outpourings manifest growing levels of frustration, anger and despair in response to the ever widening and deepening plethora of crises. Perhaps this is a moot point – different people will have different motivations at different times and in different places – the levels of belief in the effectiveness of activism, visual or otherwise, will always be contingent upon the background circumstances. But there is also a new constructive tendency emerging – one that is not satisfied with ‘resistance alone’ – identified by Ieven, Steinbock and de Valck, as a form of visual activism that is ‘taking aesthetics from resistance to resilience’, in the context of the ‘apparent emptying out of the artistic and political realm by neoliberalism’ – it seems there is a need felt by many for a new ‘form of art that nurtures and fosters our possibilities for change’ (2020:1).

Political art to activist art: tensions and blind spots

Where does ‘political art’ diverge from ‘activist art’ in its aims or characteristics? Recent discussions regarding art and activism are inevitably weaved into the discourses already bound up in socially engaged or political art. In his reappraisal of the relationship between art and politics, Burgin, in conversation with Van Gelder, points to some of the ongoing tensions and constraints that the creative process encounters when it attempts to enter the realm of sociocultural critique. Burgin locates the problem firmly within the context of the power of contemporary media, or more precisely what he refers to as ‘the progressive colonization of the terrain of languages, beliefs and values by mainstream media contents and forms – imposing an industrial uniformity upon what may be imagined and said, and engendering compliant synchronized subjects of a “democratic” political process in which the vote changes nothing’ (Burgin and Van Gelder 2010: 3). Offering up visual alternatives and contradictions to neoliberalism’s established ideologies has clearly been an important part of Burgin’s own practice – the ‘sphere of representations’ is where he identifies the real ‘political agency of artists’, rather than ‘on the ground in everyday life’ (ibid.: 5). However, in dispensing the seemingly privileged role of ‘critic’ onto the artist, Burgin reminds us that ‘where such a position is assigned we do well to ask if there are not blind spots in the critical view’ (ibid.: 2).

This anthology is inevitably haunted by such ‘blind spots’, both in and around the contested grounds on which art, protest and activism seek to tread. It becomes most acute whilst attempting to pin down the various (and often interchangeable or indistinguishable) terms or buzzwords which have been used to describe examples of art and visual practice that aim to have a more active or urgent political currency. Even the more recent concept of ‘visual activism’ is not without problem, for example in the way it inflects a particular type of sensory affect. T. J. Demos warns that: ‘the term splits visuality into its activist dimension while also implying a conservative, non-activist imagery’, and that paradoxically this could undo the way ‘activism names a multisensory, collective, and situated form of being-in-the-world posed against constituted powers’ (2016: 87).

Hilary Robinson discerns another type of ‘blind spot’ in the androcentric theorization of visual activism, observing that ‘what has been published has been written by men, most of whom are white, and most of whom are based in America’ (2021: 24). The antagonism between the resistance of activist practices and the apparent enduring nature of patriarchy in left academia is especially highlighted in feminist and/or queer visual activism because ‘feminist thought and activism is resistance to patriarchy’ (ibid.: 33). Indeed, a significant amount of more recent acts of protest have been enactments led by women. Robinson draws attention to the creation of a range of feminist and/or LGBTQ+ activist groups such as the Gulabi Gang in 2002 (India), Pussy Riot in 2011(Russia), Black Lives Matter (BLM) in 2013 (USA) and Sisters Uncut in 2014 (UK), who all have ‘developed strong visual elements to their activism’ (ibid.: 34). In addition, there are also acknowledged interventions by artist-women like Paula Rego, whose Abortion Series (1988) is widely credited with assisting in a change to public opinion, directly influencing the 2007 Portuguese referendum to decriminalize abortion (ibid.). Ultimately, Robinson argues that it is vital to actively decentre the privileging of dominant narratives, as ‘theory based on omission of women, of misreading of representations, or lack of attention to feminist practices will never allow for the development of resistant or revolutionary practices that are effective’ (ibid.: 35).

How do artists working with activism or activists using art strategies effect change, rather than simply resting on creative methodologies of resistance to function as ‘a form of self-legitimization’? (Vanhaesebrouck 2011: 22) Contemporary debates on the appropriateness or efficacy of art in the spaces of protest and resistance have a long and contested history within art and visual culture – we do not seek to resolve these debates here, but rather reflect on the specificities of their contexts of production and mediation. In tracking the historical encounter of feminism and art, Pollock points to the uneasy relationship of political activism and aesthetic strategies in the emergence of the Women’s Liberation Movement, where, for example: ‘At best artists might be useful for making posters and other agit-prop materials. At worst, art was a bourgeois distraction irrelevant to the struggles in which women were involved’ (Pollock 2018: 1). Pollock argues that even with the radical aesthetic potential of women artists in the 1920s and 1930s, ‘art has long suffered from bad, incomplete, and ideologically distorting narratives’ (ibid.: 15). Despite the conditions and discourses of neoliberalism maintaining these systemic imbalances within the contemporary art world, this anthology seeks to address and engage with nuanced examples of aesthetic alterity, transgression, refusal or dissensus – in keeping with Pollock’s project ‘to show how gestures, images, and performances enable not only political thinking, but also political affect’ (ibid.).

What’s in a name?

Our project has been driven, in part, by a fascination with the dynamic and contentious dialogues between the visual forms of art and activism and previous definitions of politically motivated art, embracing the entanglements of existing categories and the emergence of new, but nevertheless, uneasy concepts and vocabulary. It is through the plurality of these approaches, and the conversations engendered, that we can gain better traction in understanding its potentialities. At the same time, we recognize here the potential risk of collapsing or conflating terms into each other, as well as the inherent demands of combining essential terms such as ‘political’ and ‘art’ or ‘art’ and ‘activism’ – these can be reductive and problematic in terms of limiting or excluding other types of knowledge, understanding and visibility. And despite the ease and frequency in which they are used, Karel Vanhaesebrouck suggests that ‘a concrete, practical interpretation of these concepts seems to be increasingly inaccessible and even impossible’ (2011: 21). Trying to unpick where political art or ‘curation activism’ may begin and where activist art ends can seem like swimming in a maelstrom – other terms such as ‘resistance’, ‘dissent’ or ‘radical’ can dissolve into each other further still. Art practice which might be said to have more direct activist qualities – as a means to actively effect social change – is often referred to via the portmanteau of ‘artivism’. Chela Sandoval and Guisela Latorre describe this as a ‘hybrid neologism that signifies work created by individuals who see an organic relationship between art and activism’ (2008: 82). One might say then, that artivism goes beyond representation – it proceeds with a drive to respond more dynamically to affect social problems. Maria Fuentes also suggests that ‘in artivist projects, the main goal is to trigger responses and not merely represent a state of affairs. “Interruption”, “disturbance”, ‘dislocation” and “reappropriation” are some of the terms employed to account for the ways in which artivist practices engage different spheres of action and discursive formations – social, artistic, scientific’ (2013: 32–3). However, Julia Bryan-Wilson, Jennifer González and Dominic Willsdon, in their introduction to the themed issue of the Journal of Visual Culture, more reservedly state that: ‘we understand activism as a word riven by ambiguities, and consider it less in its common usage (to mean active or vigorous campaigning) than to signify the abandonment of neutrality’ (2016: 4). Whilst this anthology explores a range of direct actions as well as more oblique visual projects, all could be said to ‘abandon neutrality’ to traverse the uneven boundaries between art and activism.

Rather than try to neatly package or divide these various terms into distinctive and separate categories, we take our cue from Elizabeth Grosz who reminds us ‘concepts are not solutions to problems’, but instead ‘they enable us to surround ourselves with possibilities for being otherwise’ (2012: 14). Victor Burgin and Hilde Van Gelder’s engagement with philosopher Gilbert Ryle’s coining of ‘the ghost in the machine’ – the simultaneous inhabitation of a public reality and a private inner world – is also useful in helping to think through some of the complexities in perceived axioms such as art and activism (Burgin and Van Gelder 2010: 3). Burgin notes that Ryle gives prominence to the ‘transactions’ between the parallel states, but with the caveat that ‘there is no way of accounting for the transactions that take place between public and private histories, as by definition such transactions belong to neither of the “two” worlds’ (ibid.: 3–4). The relations between so-called ‘worlds’ recalls Félix Guattari’s interest in ‘schizoanalytic cartographies’ and the ‘deterritorializing rhythms of art’, described by Brian Holmes as ‘art, not as it hangs on the wall in a museum, but as it returns in your memory and your senses, as a refrain or ritornello of insistent presence cut off from anything you could precisely define or own’ (2011: 285). Holmes considers the implications this has on how we can thus conceive of art as ‘no longer approached as a strictly specialized zone, but as a mobile element in an existential mix’, and therefore ‘there will always be thresholds of unexpected chaos before any kind of world comes together’ (ibid.)

In a comparable way, this anthology also attempts to explore and engage with the slippages, chaos and contradictions in the oscillating transactions of the key concepts in visual activism – but, like Burgin and Van Gelder’s unfolding and opening out of Ryle’s ideas, tries to avoid imposing hierarchical divisions of categories (2010: 4). One must be wary of impressing value judgements on the perceived differences between art and activism, also expressed by Bryan-Wilson, González and Willsdon, who state, ‘does an emphasis on activism imply a straightforward measure of ‘effectiveness’, as if art had to have a clearly articulated end-goal and could be judged according to some rigid rubric of failure or success? We think not’ (2016: 4).

Other concepts and methodologies to describe these junctures will no doubt continue to develop in time as the relationship between activism, art and visual culture evolves, moreover, these are always fluid and transformative categories rather than fixed to single agendas. Urban Subjects, a Vienna/Vancouver-based collective formed in 2004, employs the term the ‘militant image’ in the context of photographic work, to ‘speculate on the relationship between artistic representation and social change today’ (Urban Subjects 2015: 7). Referring to an ‘imbalance of the visual and the speakable’ they claim that ‘while the militant image – perhaps ephemeral, elusive, whispering, and circulating at the threshold of invisibility – proposes that a new condition of the image seeks to respond to the radically uneven conditions of the present, the militant image always aims for the future’ (ibid.: 9). Here we can pick up on the critical context of time and duration in the experience of the visual, or what Bryan-Wilson, González and Willsdon refer to as its ‘temporal lag’ – visual activism may not necessarily work in the presentness of its inception or production, but develops historically or retrospectively; it can therefore ‘travel’ (2016: 9).

A question of aesthetics

As we have seen, when art functions in the political sphere it can be difficult to establish where its transformative potential precisely lies, beyond a restricted aesthetic imaginary. Ieven, Steinbock and de Valck argue that art ‘has the ability to stimulate our political imagination and populate it with new, perhaps revolutionary, ideas’ (2021: 3). In this sense, art and visual culture can give way to new forms of social encounters that subvert existing patterns of thinking and (in)action. Additionally, the exhibition titled Disobedient Objects held at the Victoria and Albert Museum in 2014, proposed that protest art and design (such as repurposed everyday objects) in their physical objectness, have a revolutionary role. Yet, it is not just in the finalized encounter with the material object or artwork itself where the possibilities of visual activism’s power resides. Practitioners of activism who draw upon creative strategies are keenly aware of the mobilizing processes at all stages of activism’s visuality, as T. J. Demos asserts, it ‘is inextricable here from the rehearsal, pedagogy, practice, and recording of collective direct action’ (2016: 87). The aesthetics of protest then must include these less visible stages, not simply the final form of visual material. Demos argues against ‘isolating’ specific instances of the visual as to do so would ‘reify them as art objects or autonomous visual forms’ and would therefore threaten to ‘court the very betrayal of political engagement’ (ibid.). Visual activism thus runs the risk of being subsumed by the numbness of spectacle or obscuring the complexity of protest and activist work through a reduction to ‘iconic’ imagery (Jackson 2016).

Taking a strong critical stance against what he referred to as seemingly ‘settled’ or ‘unquestioned’ artistic interventions – in other words, one might say didactic or dogmatic political art – J. J. Charlesworth, in the moment of Brexit, proposed a return to an aesthetics of ambiguity. He laments that ‘what underpins that drift of art towards an uninflected, side-taking politics is a bigger failure of cultural thinking regarding how artworks might possess their own logic, their own sense, their own capacity to affect us in ways which can’t easily be directed or determined’ (2019). This call for ‘open-endedness’ is not a new response to the discussion of politics in art, but indicative of a long history of privileging art’s perceived autonomy or disinterestedness – art that serves a social impulse can often be criticized as somehow rejecting art’s protracted commitment to aesthetic play. Drawing upon the work of Rancière, Claire Bishop has previously argued for vigilance in upholding a careful balance between aesthetics and politics, observing that, ‘for Rancière the aesthetic doesn’t need to be sacrificed at the altar of social change, as it already inherently contains this ameliorative promise’ (2006: 182). And yet, these two regimes have ostensibly always been entangled in our bodily and sensual experience of reality, with Margus Vihalem claiming that ‘nowadays, more than ever, aesthetics is an essential component of politics and even economics; politics is not only increasingly aestheticized … it is also aesthetic in the sense that its character has been profoundly transformed by its staging through media. Politics is not conceptualised; it is visualized’ (2018: 2).

Performativity, in different aesthetic iterations and guises, plays a significant role in the art of protest and activism. In their introduction to The Aesthetics of Global Protest, Aidan McGarry et al. open out the question of aesthetics in terms of social change to a focus on the role of performances, ‘to show how aesthetics are harnessed by sociopolitical and sociocultural actors through protest and have the power to transform existing structures, ideas, and orthodoxies’ ((2020: 17). Key examples such as Gezi Park (2013) are used to explore how protest can draw upon a range of aesthetic communications, such as ‘the slogans, art, symbols, slang, humour, graffiti, gestures, bodies, colour, clothes, and objects that comprise a material and performative culture with a high capacity to be replicated digitally and shared across social media networks, ideological terrain, state borders, and linguistic frontiers’ (ibid.: 18). Similarly, in Global Activism: Art and Conflict in the 21st Century, Peter Weibel observes what he describes as an emerging ‘performative democracy’ evident in a range of trans-local protests against the destructive forces of a globalized economy and their ensuing crises (2015: 23).

Visual activist practices are diverse in their approach and methodology, often crossing disciplinary lines or negotiating what might be considered ‘relational’ tactics of performance, participation and collaboration. Alana Jelinek proceeds with caution when she states that: ‘while it is true that these types of practice have been fruitful in producing interesting art, they have also been sites of tired clichés and sites where repressive or exclusive norms have been replicated’ (2013: 5). Perhaps this is why ‘visual activism’ is favoured by some as a less loaded term, such as Bryan-Wilson, González and Willsdon who state that: ‘by using the phrase visual activism instead of, say, relational art, we hope to sidestep some of these familiar debates in order to better highlight the complex and ever-shifting relationships between visual cultures, artistic practices, and polemical strategies in their most capacious definitions’ (2016: 5). In her much cited essay, ‘Antagonism and Relational Aesthetics’, Bishop confronts the myth of social harmony and ‘community as togetherness’ that could be perpetuated in socially engaged forms of participatory art (2004: 79). Clearly, there are limits to socially committed art and we need to recognize their own possibilities for exclusions, oppressions or inequalities.

Where this type of art practice can work, Bishop argues, is when the model of subjectivity is ‘a divided subject of partial identifications open to constant flux’ (ibid.: 79). Yet, there are many examples of where artists have gone beyond what has been criticized as mere ‘arty-party’ (Foster 2003). In 2007, Regina Jose Galindo – the Guatemalan artist known for confronting oppression and violence often explored through themes of the body, migration and power – enacted a piece of work titled Curso de supervivencia para hombres y mujeres que viajaran de manera illegal a los Estados Unidos (Survival Skills Course for Men and Women Preparing to Travel Illegally to the United States). This involved collaboration with a survival instructor to train potential migrants in a range of activities deemed to be ‘forms of resistance’ – such as map-reading, orientation, climbing and first aid. Clare Carolin argues that such interventions go far beyond what might be dismissed as mere ‘critical art’. She asserts that Galindo ‘actually articulates a discourse within the reality on which her work acts, such that the roles of participant, observer and commentator are rolled into one another, and the mode of transmission itself becomes integral to the form and agency of the work’ (2011: 215). What complicates this, however, is that Galindo distances herself from an alignment with activist practices, instead she sees artist and activist inhabiting entirely different roles and having separate purposes (ibid.: 223). This position can partly be explained by her willing and active participation in the evolving ‘commodity status’ of her recorded ‘dematerialised’ performative work in its recirculation in the gallery space, thus ‘rematerialising the art object as commodity in imitation of the human form’ (ibid.: 222).

In Art and Activism in the Age of Globalisation, Lieven de Cauter dissects an approach they characterize via the term ‘subversivity’ – ‘a disruptive attitude that tries to create openings, possibilities in the closedness of the system’ (2011: 6). Disruption and deviance, rather than specifically revolution, is key to this understanding, ‘a place for taboos, truths which generally must remain hidden, a space for the reality of the abject, for the forbidden, for transgression, the breaking the norms and normality, a space for nonconformity, a space for the undermining of convention and tradition’ (ibid.: 9–10). Writing in 2011 against the backdrop of what they perceived to be the failure of the counter-globalization movement, alongside the ecological emergency and the legacy of 9/11 ‘War on Terror’ in the implementation of a silencing and repressive ‘state terror’, de Cauter states that we have largely experienced ‘the end of subversion, the end of a critical tradition of dissent, eccentricity, dissidence and protest’ (ibid.: 10). To counter this, de Cauter proposes that ‘artists and intellectuals have to change gear and turn the tables in response; from the spirit of negation to a practice of affirmative civic protest, in short, from subversion to activism’ (ibid.: 16). The dilemma of aesthetics is exposed again here – on the one hand, art can remain purely at the level of aesthetics, on the other hand, the subversion of aesthetics (say in the spirit of the historic avant-garde) has perhaps run its course. Protest art – like any other type of art – may also be short-lived ‘or worse: a lubricant for neoliberal development’ (ibid.: 16).

Subverting the institutional gaze

Protest art often operates from and within capitalist institutions of structural power such as the gallery or museum (or is eventually co-opted by them) – the same institutions which uphold the status quo of inequality via maintenance and policing of boundaries, values, definitions and exclusivity (see, for example, Jelinek, 2013) and contribute to the ever-increasing commodification of art. Even well-intentioned, socially orientated art is difficult to separate from the infrastructures underpinning these institutions. Twenty years after Documenta X’s praised reclamation of art’s political project, its 2017 edition was criticized by Yanis Varoufakis for ‘adding the veneer of a left-wing narrative against neoliberalism to a purely extractive neocolonial project that’s framed as a gift to Greece’ (Fokianaki and Varoufakis 2017). Visual activism can intervene in the institutional and financial management of art and culture – for example, the artist collective known as Liberate Tate, formed in 2010 as a response to Tate’s then acceptance of sponsorship from the oil company BP, drew increased attention to the fraught ethical relationship between art institutions, global corporations and environmental politics (Rectanus 2016). Elsewhere, the artist and activist group Boycott Divest Zabludowicz (BDZ) was founded in 2014 to publicly counter what they perceive to be a form of institutional art-washing, characterized by the London-based Zabludowicz Art Trust, which has accusations of links to pro-Israeli arms-dealing and apartheid. In May 2021, amid the violent escalation of the Israeli–Palestinian conflict, the BDZ reinvigorated calls for artists to de-author their work held in the Zabludowicz collection, resulting in at least twenty-five artists publicly announcing their withdrawal of labour (Artforum 2021).

Keeping in mind this type of institutional critique, it is perhaps easy to see why Kirsten Dufour points to the importance of defining activist art (as opposed to institutionally sanctioned ‘political art’) as existing beyond the gallery and instead ‘working outside of institutions, in public space, where one is capable of addressing and making use of many modes and forms of culture’ (2002: 157). Today, this also includes the hybrid virtual spaces of the internet and other technological spaces. But defining activist art in this way can be reductive and negates the fact that such spaces themselves are never neutral. Moreover, increasingly we need to be conscious of the interface and play between the materiality of the physical world and the alternative visual spaces offered up by the digital (McGarry et al. 2020: 26). Sarah Tuck has demonstrated how new forms of seeing can be afforded by the technologies of drone vision in their deployment in civilian activist protests such as the 2016 Native American Sioux tribe-led NoDAPL pipeline protest in North Dakota.12 Tuck’s interest lies in the possibility of the drone ‘destabilising’ the distinctions of public and private, she probes ‘how the drone view as a form of spatial imaging registers in the broader sphere of networked visibility and visuality, that marks a shift from the asymmetry of seeing without being seen, to seeing and being a part of what is seen across differentiated time and space’ (2018: 172–3). Well-documented protests of the early twenty-first century, including the Arab Spring, Occupy, Standing Rock, #MeToo, The Rapist is You, Black Lives Matter, Rhodes Must Fall, and School Strike 4 Climate, have all harnessed aspects of social media to increase accessibility, communication, visibility and mobilization, across fluid geographical times and locations. Social-networking technologies clearly contribute to the collectivist trans-local nature of recent activist movements, but also allow space for more individualized and subjective forms of activism (Bosch 2017). Maria Bakardjieva characterizes this type of civic participation as ‘subactivism’, describing it as ‘a kind of politics that unfolds at the level of subjective experience and is submerged in the flow of everyday life. It is constituted by small-scale, often individual, decisions and actions that have either a political or ethical frame of reference (or both) and are difficult to capture using the traditional tools with which political participation is measured’ (2009: 92). It is therefore a less visible, and more personalized, engagement with activist practices – a private embodiment of citizenship.

From protest to activism: media representation, policing and the framing of ‘criminality’

It is not possible in this short introduction, to give a full account of the developing status of the visual as a fundamental and increasingly integrated dimension of protest and activism, so the intention here is to highlight some of the most significant developments, which have been in relation to mass media communication. These came first through modern forms of print and broadcast media, and increased substantially with the advent of information technology, as activists, and citizens more generally, took hold of what Walter Benjamin famously called the technologies of ‘mechanical reproduction’ to become (as he predicted) the authors of their own stories (Benjamin [1936] 1992).13 Central here is the relationship between activists and their visual representation; how their identity and messaging is mediated and the strategies they adopt to influence and even control that media message. Communication practices in the current era of dissent may be said to have their roots in the many civil rights uprisings of the mid-twentieth-century and which, according to Barbas and Postill, can even be ‘traced back to the late 1940s in two markedly different cultural contexts: the United States and Latin America’ (2017: 648). It has been claimed that in the context of civil unrest in America during the late 1950s, mass media reporting, particularly through increased access to TV and radio, offered ‘a window through which millions could watch the black struggle’ (Samad in Postill 2014: 343).14 Ieven, Steinbock and de Valck have looked at this issue, through the lens of what they term ‘aesthetic resilience’, arguing that as a result of this experience, some of the ‘ideas, tactics and achievements of the civil rights era were transmuted into new aesthetic weapons’ which they elaborate as ‘new ways of engaging with politics through art’ (2021: 3).

An important new era of anti-systemic protest emerged at the start of 1994, when Mexico’s Zapatista Army of National Liberation, the EZLN, rose up in protest at the effects of the North American Free Trade Agreement, exploiting the affordances of the World Wide Web, and heralding in a hugely significant development in ‘imaginative direct action tactics and communications skills’ (Mertes 2004: xi). A ‘new activism’ was conceived characterized by novel creative strategies, developed in relation to a strong ethos of nonviolence (ibid.), and for the Zapatistas – in the words of their leader Sub-Comandante Marcos – ‘the gamble on a peaceful mobilization was sensible and fruitful’ (Mertes 2004: 4). This provided a powerful example that others would later follow, demonstrating that nonviolence, as both an ethos and a strategy, could be supported through creative and imaginative tactics, and the handling of media representation played an important part in this.

A related, more recent, example was Spain’s staunchly nonviolent anti-austerity protest movement known as the indignados/M15. In his 2010 study, John Postill probed the question of why this movement was ‘so devoted to non-violence’, judging this to be ‘remarkable’ given the ‘provocation and brutality’ of the riot police, but concluded there were ‘sound historical reasons’ for doing so (Postill 2014: 343, 360). He found that the commitment was strongly linked to the indignados’ experience of the media – and, indeed, that a key focus of the literature of nonviolence more generally, has been ‘the part played by the media, particularly the mass media in the development of non-violent social movements’ (ibid.: 343). Postill explored ‘the mediated aesthetics’ of new movements in the Spanish context, during a period of rapid technological change, identifying a ‘new aesthetics’ that was ‘complexly mediated’, both by established forms of mainstream media and by ‘new platforms and technologies’ (ibid.: 345). Furthermore, he identified what he called a ‘protest aesthetic’ – a ‘set of principles underlying the subcultural work and style of a particular protest movement’ (ibid.: 347–8). In the case of the indignados, these principles were, in part, pursued through the utilization of the everyday tools of visual culture. Postill notes that mainstream conservative media outlets often attempted to undermine the indignados’ strategies of nonviolence, by representing them as embodying a ‘radical aesthetic’ which they would then endeavour to counter through the widespread sharing of their own, self-made, YouTube videos to show ‘police provocateurs, … scenes of peaceful sit-ins brutally broken up by the police’ and ‘posters of demonstrators facing riot police with open hands raised in the air’ as they chanted: ‘These are our weapons’ (ibid.: 346). Repeatedly, they were compelled to counter misrepresentations of themselves as violent, with ‘highly visible displays of non-violence’, and the strategic use of humour (ibid.: 351).

In summary, Postill found that the indignados combined ‘two distinct technical affordances – photographic indexicality and social media virality – to great rhetorical and aesthetic effect’ (ibid.: 355). Postill found that this group had a wide influence, indeed that Spain during this period, was at ‘the global forefront of techno-political innovation and social change’, and that similar to earlier uprisings in Egypt and Tunisia, the indignados provided a model that would be picked up by movements across the world – such as those during Occupy Wall Street soon after (ibid.: 345). Moreover, a later study found that the ‘15M Movement transformed countless Spanish citizens from passive users of communication media to active political actors’, who, instead of relying on mainstream media, ‘took it upon themselves to create communication dynamics to that end’ (Barbas and Postill 2017: 648).

More recently still, Rebecca M. Schreiber, amply demonstrated in her book, The Undocumented Everyday (2018), that when activists encounter difficulties in soliciting the right kind of media attention, and particularly when they feel misrepresented, they take matters into their own hands, recognizing the potential, and indeed importance, of self-representation. Schreiber’s examination of the representation, and self-representation, of Mexican and Central American activists from communities of undocumented migrants, found that through experience they took increasingly radical measures to control the message in order to make injustices visible, communicate demands, gain public support and widen participation. Schreiber’s study noted ‘the significance of “subjective” aesthetic forms’ (ibid.: 3) and a ‘mixed-genre aesthetic’, whereby documentary forms were combined with domestic and vernacular image making, used to great effect (ibid.: 35). Her argument builds on the work of Sontag, Rosler and Tagg,15 in challenging the liberal humanist faith in the positive effects of some forms of documentary representation; she argues that self-representation within the sphere of activism, contests the ‘seeing-is-believing’ paradigm and tackles, head-on, questions of ‘who has the power to represent whom and what events are made visible or invisible’ (ibid.: xii). But perhaps Schreiber’s most significant observation is that migrant activists devised approaches to make visible the brutal effects of US border policy and policing, to produce ‘migrant counter-conducts’ to challenge their own exclusion (ibid.: 36). Importantly, Schreiber’s study revealed that even when apparently well-intentioned US organizations and agencies intervened in support of such people, all too often their representations ‘foreground a “national gaze”, augmented by a ‘nativist point of view’ (ibid.: 157). This motivated many undocumented migrants to devise their own creative strategies to challenge the ways in which they were represented, evidence their experiences, motivate others, and make visible the crimes committed against them by the US state. In creatively revising existing documentary forms, and making use of new modes of dissemination, they were able to ‘disrupt the ways in which migrant “illegality” is produced by making visible the effects of border militarization and policing … on undocumented migrants’ (ibid.).

In the context of the UK (specifically England and Wales), activists are also being increasingly compelled to mitigate the negative effects of police press statements and media representation. Jackson, Gilmore and Monk have shown that since 2010, the Association of Chief Police Officers (ACPO)16 has been engaged in a process of re-definition and recategorization of protest types producing a ‘structure of protest’ that re-designates peaceful protest where the peaceful protester is being reconstructed and re-presented as a serious threat to order. New guidelines define ‘protest’ in terms of ‘accepted tactics’ as distinct from ‘activism defined by criminality’, but additionally borrow a further designation from the USA, to produce a new concept in the UK context; that of a ‘transgressive protestor’ (Jackson, Gilmore and Monk 2019: 28). In so doing, these measures also recategorize the recommended and authorized ‘discretionary’ police response types. The study found that attempts by protesters to move beyond ‘purely symbolic gestures’ – but particularly when they were seen to be in ‘direct opposition to the political and social order’ – are being met with increasingly tough policing tactics and behaviours (ibid.: 29). At the time of writing, in the UK, we wait to see the outcome of the new Police, Crime, Sentencing and Courts Bill (2021), currently going through the parliamentary process and widely understood as intended to curb the activities of groups such as Black Lives Matter, Sisters Uncut, Extinction Rebellion plus anti-fracking and anti-HS2 protestors.17 These groups operate in accordance with deeply held nonviolent ethics and adopt creative and imaginative tactics in part designed to foil negative police press statements and representation in mainstream media.

Such studies as those outlined above demonstrate that activists have not just become conscious of the role of mass media in controlling the message, but have also become adept and imaginative in the approaches taken in negotiating and shaping it to their own ends. Indeed, it is a given that in the twenty-first century, protest groups and activists are deeply aware of the importance of ‘media and messaging’ and are proactive in their consideration of how their message, event or issue may be (mis)represented and interpreted – to the extent that their awareness of such matters is often incorporated through the design of their strategies, events and visual materials. This can be related back to the concept of devisualization. A point raised by Thomas Tufte – that ‘social movements use media and communication technologies as practices embedded in spaces that they [themselves] create outside systems of governance and social organization – spaces that they claim, reclaim and occupy’ – confirms the suggestion that activist strategies must be proactive and not simply reactive, in shaping the grounds on which they act (2012: 87, in Barbas and Postill 2017: 657).18

The networked image

In 2015, Nicholas Mirzoeff defined visual activism (then emerging as a new realm of academic investigation) as ‘the interaction of pixels and actions to make change’ (p. 297) – and in doing so, pointed to the centrality of the digitized and networked image in the ways that information is disseminated, and new ideas are brought into the world. In terms of the work of social movements and the many and varied forms of protest and activism, an evolving ‘digital landscape’ has enabled a widening of the ‘repertoires of contention’ – so, in this sense, it is very much the case that the ‘internet has taken to the streets’ as Lucas Melgaço and Jeffrey Monaghan argue ([2018] 2021: 12). The digital network is a reality of contemporary protest and all examples examined in the selected case studies utilize it to a greater or lesser degree. Even in cases where displaced and isolated individuals employ the tactics of visible self-harm, to regain the right to be seen – this ultimately means via the networked image.

In their important study of Protest in the Information Age, Melgaço and Monaghan identify an ‘(in)visibility dialectics’ where, in the context of protests, ‘visibility is a synonym of power’, but note that visibility also brings ‘exposure and makes way for control and surveillance’. As social movements deploy an impressive variety of visually creative means in an effort to ‘make their rights and demands more visible’, at the same time state agencies have ‘likewise mobilized new organizational and technological practices to surveil and control these movements’, in what they describe as a ‘struggle over the control of visibilities’ (ibid.: 9). The authors observe that while the first phase of the internet (known as the Web 1.0 era) was significant for protest groups for bringing in ‘mailing lists, chat portals and web pages’, the development of the so-called Web 2.0 has had a profound and far-reaching effect, where technologies supporting the ‘mobile internet, social media, and smart phones’ have enabled new ‘platforms for expression, critiques, and actions’ with the potential to reach ‘multiple and global publics’ (ibid.: 5). They argue that not only have such technologies become ever more available, but they they are also ‘progressively impacting the logics of protesting’ (ibid.: 4). For example, protest events and actions can now be filmed and live streamed whereas previously, recorded videos were susceptible to confiscation by the police (ibid.: 12); although it should be noted that such films can also provide prosecution evidence for policing agencies and therefore carry their own risks.

However, despite the evident importance of the networked image and its centrality as (one of) the primary tools of visual activism, it should be recalled that Postill found that the indignados combined ‘two distinct technical affordances – photographic indexicality and social media virality – to great rhetorical and aesthetic effect’ (2014: 355). In other words, the photographic image as indexed to something real that occurred, subsequently disseminated by the digital network, the centrality of protest as an embodied practice, and the suggestion that contemporary activism is necessarily both real/embodied and virtual/digital. This is a double perspective within which both the body and the digital network are in the focus of contemporary activism.

Activism remains a fundamentally embodied practice. Sometimes this involves the activist’s body as surface, medium or conduit of the visible aspects of such actions, in the form of a performance or an intervention – whether obviously creative or as a more prosaic mechanism of obstruction or occupation (noting that these can also take a creative or imaginative form and often do). But, of equal importance, as Arendt established, all activism necessarily requires the presence of others – a space in which to appear – this is fundamental. The digital network is having a profound impact on bodily acts of protest and who gets to witness them. To give one example: as Serafini has suggested, the ability to video and share performances has reinvigorated the potential of performance activism: ‘this online sharing is perhaps what could ultimately make actions more valuable than their actual live performance, if we consider the number of people that can be reached online’ (2014: 335) – leading her to ponder on whether this has become a new form, now that it is a recording rather than a one-off, unique moment in time and place. Melgaço and Monaghan describe this phenomena as ‘constitutive of a digital co-presence’ where such actions ‘transcend the traditional requirements of time, space and physical co-presence, blurring distinctions between movements and the techno-sphere’ ([2018] 2021: 6).

The body and the double perspective of the new digital reality

At the time of writing, in 2021, things have moved on, accelerated by the effects of the Covid-19 virus. Under the restricted conditions of a global pandemic the potential of the networked image for ‘communication activism’ has been tapped more than ever. While the bodily effects of the virus have been felt viscerally, and have served to expose the deep inequalities of lived experience, at the same time much of life has been pushed into virtual spaces. In a robust repost to this most digital of moments, written in April 2020, Achille Mbembe commented on the dominance of the digital; describing the ‘great confinement’ triggered by ‘the stunning spread of the virus – and along with it, the widespread digitization of the world’ (Mbembe 2021: S59). Mirzoeff’s earlier insistence on the centrality of the digital in the moment of a renewed potential for activism in its many guises, must be problematized, because ‘in the end everything brings us back to the body’ (ibid.).

The digitization upon which networked activism now depends is itself contributing to the problems faced by the world, where the resources required for the infrastructure and the ‘powering and cooling of computer chips and supercomputers’ for the global network ‘will require further restrictions on human mobility’ (ibid.: S61) – and, moreover, Mbembe insists it is instrumental in keeping us apart at the same time as ostensibly enabling us to network. In The Universal Right to Breathe, Mbembe argues that the digital is the ‘new gaping hole exploding Earth … the bunker where men and women are all invited to hide away, in isolation … But this is an illusion’ for ‘there is no humanity without bodies’ and no ‘freedom … outside of society and community’ (ibid.: S60). Mbembe argues that the experience of living through what he describes as the ‘dank underbelly’ of ‘modernity’, has been as ‘an interminable war on life’, where ‘the impoverishment of the world’ – meaning the breakdown of community, and society, and the ‘desiccation of entire swathes of the planet’ – may be characterized as ‘the subjection to the digital’ (ibid.: S60).

Risks and dangers

At the start of this introduction, we pointed to the dangers inherent in activism; the risks involved in taking a stand. Clearly such risks are contingent upon the specific circumstances in which the activism occurs – which range enormously – as the case studies in this anthology demonstrate. At the safer end of this spectrum is the activist work that is presented within spaces dedicated to the display of art; yet, even here, there may be personal or professional risk. For example, it has always felt safer for artists to produce work that is aesthetic and unpolitical, certainly from a commercial point of view.

Sometimes, in attempting to address a difficult issue through art, an artist is aware of the potential to get it wrong. Maud Haya-Baviera has discussed this in relation to a shift in her practice, around 2018, where she began to address the trauma of migration as a subject in her work.19 She stated in a public talk (2021): ‘it was the first time I felt brave enough to tackle such a subject’ … ‘I did not want, not to give justice to that subject … and to embrace what I view as politically important’. Similarly, when speaking about her 5-minute film, Things Fall Apart (2020),20 which addresses colonialism through the appropriation of archive footage, she reflected on what was at stake for her as a politically concerned artist:



Sometimes when one wants to criticise something one ends up advertising it and I think there is this tension in Things Fall Apart that [pause] showing things that I want to criticise is difficult … because it requires me to walk on a very fine line and not to advertise what I want to criticise … There is a real tension and a danger that very much interests me, but that I’m conscious of, and it feels risky. And doing something risky is exciting, but also there might be the risk that I fail. And failing on those kinds of subjects is for me [pause] would be unacceptable.

IBID.



The risks involved in activism can also be at the level of not being seen, heard, listened to or apprehended – that actions go unnoticed or are not taken seriously – as Pollock cautions, where: ‘Encounters based on an open invitation involve the possibility of refusal as much as the possibility of revolutionary engagement.’ (2018: 9) There is also the possibility of emotional harm; of personal humiliation, degradation and trauma. Some risk damage to career aspirations or find that their commitment has an impact on, not only professional matters, but on interpersonal relationships. In the words of one activist:



Going through this particular grief around climate – it’s connected to everything … to all our societal structures, economic, social, … if you want to change things and you want to be true to yourself you’re not necessarily going to be liked, you might be ridiculed a lot, might get anger from family members, from friends, but that’s part of the process and you will find other people on the way.

UNKNOWN ACTIVIST IN HADDAD 2021



At the more perilous end of this spectrum of vulnerability, there is also the risk of loss of liberty and the danger of violence and physical harm at the hands of state security forces, commercial agents or the general public. And, in many countries, there is the very real danger of losing not just liberty, but life, as a direct result of protest and activism. To take just one category – environmental activism – the annual numbers of activists who have been murdered is truly staggering, the vast majority of whom are indigenous peoples trying to protect their lands.21

The question for this anthology concerns how the visual is implicated in activism and since all activism carries risk of some order, we are concerned with the relationship between the visual elements of activism and the dangers that activists face. As we have shown, many activists and activist movements find that the visual offers a multiplicity of benefits including some protection from harm – in terms of bearing witness and in the handling of identity and message – but there are also the many ways that the visual is deployed to create a safer space in which to act, and to create a sense of community and the support that goes with it.

But in instances such as those arising from the conditions within refugee camps and detention centres, the fundamental loss of human rights impinges so fundamentally on individuals, groups or whole communities, such that the need to appear and to be heard goes very deep. In Arendtian terms, where ‘actualization resides and comes to pass in those activities that exist only in sheer actuality’ ([1958] 1998: 208). In the case of the inhabitants of the Camp de la Lande, Calais – a refugee camp widely known as Calais Jungle – this ‘sheer actuality’ is insisted upon through acts of visible self-harm by the practice of sewing their lips and/or eyelids together; ‘where subjectivity is under such pressure that it experiences itself as becoming abject’, then people are driven to desperate means (Pollock 2018: 5).

This brings us back to the focus of this anthology – art, protest, and activism in this most uncertain of moments – and to the premise of each of its chapters, which in turn examine the visual practices that are being used as instruments in the many and varied struggles for a better world.

Outline of the themed sections and chapters

The authors selected for this anthology explore various kinds of visual activity employed in the name of bringing about positive social change, together with the associated tensions and risks involved. One of the strengths of drawing together different case studies, is the breadth this affords in the examination of the ways such practices engage with changing concepts of democracy, subjectivity, identity, and citizenship, in matters of agency, action, participation and bearing witness, and how these alter in different contexts. For example, we include chapters that examine two very different responses to the profoundly serious issue of displacement and refugee status in discussions that, at one end of the spectrum, interrogate the performance context of a fashion show for an ‘activist’ stunt, while at the other, the self-harm of those who suffer directly the material consequences of displacement within the horrors of the Calais Jungle. We hope that in placing these within a collection, both are illuminated. In each case, a space of appearance has been created, but they have been differently motivated and conceived.

Our intentions for this book are therefore manifold. First, to bring together a selection of studies that collectively throw light on the proposition that activists are becoming ever more creative, and strategic in their utilization of what we can think of as the tools of visual culture. Second, to elucidate the complexity of the various visual strategies under examination, whilst also exploring the function of such developments. Third, to examine the extent to which there is a link between what happens in the safer spaces of the institutional sites of art, and the unsafe spaces of street protest and activism.

While acts of countervisuality and/or devisuality do not necessarily take a visual form, the thread running through this book does focus on the visual. This anthology includes new voices and less well-known, geographically diverse examples of political art, protest and activism. The chapters are grouped into three parts, organized around themes that reflect the visual strategies, methodological approaches and contexts in which activism occurs. In ‘Part One: The Politics of Performance: Acting/ Re-enacting and Alternative Histories’, case studies on visual activism are presented through the broad framework of performativity. Contributors in this section point to the nuanced spectrum of encounters with performative strategies; masquerade, unruliness, theatricality, spectacle or the carnivalesque approach of named examples, while others instead explore (re)performances of counter-temporality and memory – perhaps representing historical actions and events as an act of resistance to ideological narratives. In such performances, individuals may come together in a crowd or operate as a single organism. Through these acts of subversion and absurdity, new possibilities are experienced, albeit for a brief moment, and suggest alternative realities for the future. In Chapter 1, ‘Making Sense and Claiming a Presence: The Social Semiotics of Visual Activism’, Eve Kalyva builds on the work of Michael Halliday, Mikhail Bakhtin and Judith Butler to examine how visual activist acts – from within and beyond the art world – challenge existing power structures, enact social behaviours and create opportunities for coming together. Using case studies taken from the first decade of the twenty-first century in Argentina (Group of Street Art), the UK (Clandestine Insurgent Rebel Clown Army) and Spain (Enmedio), Kalyva proposes that these performative interventions articulate and disseminate sociopolitical criticism by subverting, appropriating and re-semiotizing meanings, images, sites, and gestures. In Chapter 2, ‘A Total Performance: Invisibility, Respectability and Resistance in Corporate Capitalism’, Jill Gibbon offers a first-hand account of her use of Brecht’s idea of ‘gestus’, a gesture with social and political significance, to propose a representational version of performance drawing. Gibbon describes a method of performance she has developed to slip inside the secretive international arms trade industry, mimicking its duplicitous gestures of respectability, and using her invisibility as an older woman. Her method is similar to Boal’s ‘invisible theatre’ where performances take place outside a theatre, though it is more discrete, with the aim of avoiding attention. In Chapter 3, ‘By a Thread: The Space Left to Activism when Fashion Deals with the Refugee “Crisis” ’, Elsa Gomis examines current biopolitical regimes on bodies, in relation to the performativity and gestures of fashion, and its contributions to notions of beauty. Her starting point is the presentation of Givenchy’s 2016 Spring/Summer collection, whose audience members were wrapped in survival blankets similar to those used by NGOs to rescue migrants in the Mediterranean. This episode opens out questions relating to the role and place of fashion in visual activism in the context of migratory policies, examining fashion’s excesses in ‘humanitarian washing’.

In Chapter 4, ‘Digging up the left-wing corpse? Visual activism and melancholia in Jeremy Deller’s, The Battle of Orgreave’, Stephanie Hartle invokes Walter Benjamin’s notion of ‘left-wing melancholy’ to explore the function and political agency of Jeremy Deller’s strategy of re-enactment in The Battle of Orgreave (2001).
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