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^Thc ir/iilp sppariilisi nioreiiieiit irill nol 

be slopped ¡n llie pnny loivn oj 

l'orlUíntl.... Il'e're iii yuiir col/eges, we're 

¡II yoiii- aniües ive're in yoiirpólice 

/orces, we're in yoiir tecluncal ureas. 

We're plantea I he seeds. " 

Î̂ om Metger, l'ouiider oí' tlic White 

Aryan Resistaiice 

D I S S E N T , D I F F E R E N C E AND THE 
BODY POLITIC 
A N ESSAY BY S l M O N W A T S O N 

We live in a lime coiiiplicaled by worid 

widc rcccssiüii: a lime in wliicli 

immediale access lo iní'orinalioii aboul 

iiUeriialioiial events seems lo only 

increase both personal and collecüve 

anxiely levéis; a lime ¡n which the 

s|jectruin froiri weallli lo 

impoverishmenl caiinot be escaped 

because il is beaiiied iiilernalionalK by 

televisión. One caniiol lielp bul be struck 

by ihe lieigliTening of lensions belwoen 

peoples in all coimlries: Cermany, faced 

willi a small yel. forceliil anli-foreigner 

skinhead movemcnl; Marseilles, Frailee, 

faciiig racial lensions slirred np by 

LePeii créales fear in Algerian-French 

coininunilies:, England conl'ronling its 

own skinliead hooliganisni and riveu by 

bolli elhnic and racial slril'e. Mere in llie 

L'niled States in tlie past year we liave 

witnessed Los Angeles wliere racial 

tensión erupted inlo devaslating rioling 

and wliere, on live televisión, President 

ISiishs owii polilical party conducted a 

virnlenlly mean arul divisive polilical 

cüiivention. As 1 read and hear aboul 

these escalating hatreds it seems as 

lliongli we lace a spiralling down of onr-

hiinianily. A downward spiral driven by 

a nihilist philosophy that slates: "If I 

don' t feel good aboul niyself, one lliing 

tliat I can do lo niake myself feel belter, 

even if onK' for a minute, is lo make 

sonieone else feel worse." It is an evil 

level of compelilion that i-everses the 

Golden Rule. 

Arl doesn't exist in a vacuuní for ihe 

maker of llie work or for the viewer; 

sonie of the niost powerful art being 

made in ihe Li.S. today is being inade by 

artists wlio by revealing llieir personal 

narralive are inaking public works dial 

llave a social and polilical presence as 

well as an aesthetic one. In effecl, by 

revealing theniselves, tlieir liiimanity, 

tliey breakdown llie liarrier betvveen ns 

and lliem, llie bai'iier between m(> and 

you, between stereotype and 

n^ality. 

These ivords ivere spoken lo ihe jnry in 

response lo iheir historie Ípl2.5 niillion 

judgenienl againsl white siipremaeist 

Toni Meizgerand his skinhead 

morement. The jmy jound thein 

responsible for insligaling the brutal 

bealing dealh of a bUick college studenl 

in Poiiliuid Oregon. 

Wlicn The Poi-llaiid Arl Museinn's 

Curalor of Goiileniporary Ail. .lohn 

Webei', invited me lo propose an 

e.xhibilion for ihe Museuin it was wilh 

lile kn()v\ledge llial the show would 

coincide wilh an Aune Frank 

coinmcmoralive projecl and the city-

wide inslallalion of a series of sile-

s|)ecific billboard projects by Barbara 

Ki'iiger. For me, the two niost symbolic 

and meaningfiil images made for ibis 

generalion are ihe slreet activist poster 

Yoiu- Body Is A Ballle ground by 

Rarbara Kiiiger conci^rniíig reprodiiclive 

i'ighls and womeii s heallh care and llie 

S1LFNCE=DEATH project for the AIDS 

activist movenient. Bolh are pi'esenl in 

Dissenl, l)i/ferenee <nid ihe Body J'olilie 

because tlicy represcnt the challenge we 

face in our daily lives. l ak iug ihe 

stalenieiK in liei' |JOSler as the premise 
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for tlu- show. 1 proposed making a 

Cüucise survey of sonie of tlie 

contemporarv art practitioners who liave 

melapliorically laken Kruger's 

injiinctioii and explored tlieir body-

baltleground.s with a personal voice. 

Dissent. Difference and llic Body Poliüc 

is a travcling exliibilion originated at 

Tile Port land Ait .VIuseum in Oregon 

vvhere ¡t opened in die Fall of 1992. It 

was a time when tlie American 

Presidential election was in í'ull swing, as 

was a proposal in llie state of Oregon to 

decide whellier to remove civil rights 

l'rom gay and lesbian people. As a gay 

man the concerns raised bv this 

virulently liomophobic piece of 

legisiatioii. and thc outcome of a 

sepárate bilí i)eÍTig voted into law in 

Colorado are of real import bolh to rne 

as a person and to me as a member of 

the art connnmiilv. 

I fust becaine airare ofACT UP. Uke 

inaiiy ollier New Vorkers. irheit I saw a 

posler appear oii loiver Broadii'ay ivilh 

I he equalioii: SlLENCE=DMrH. 

Acconipaiiying Ihese ii'ords. siled on a 

black backgroiiiid, ivas a piíik ¡riaiígle -

ihe syiiibul of lujinoxexual¡¡ersecutioii 

diiríiig I lie ¡\úizi period and, since ihe 

I960s, Ihe endjieni oj gay liberalion. For 

anyone eonversuni ivilli lilis 

iconography, there was no c/ueslion thnl 

lilis iras a posler designed lo proroke 

(ind lieiglilen awareness of llie AIDS 

crisis. 7b me. il ivas more llian llial. Il 

leas among llie mosl significanl works oj 

arl llial liad been done which was 

inspired and produced wilhin I he arms 

of the crisis". Bill Olander. ' 'The 

Windows orí Broadway h\ ACT UP". 

The New Mnseuin of Contemporan»' Art, 

NYC (1987) 

My personal transformation from an 

apolitical gay man to an AIDS and 

health care activist was propelled by 

personal loss, experienced almost every 

week of mv life since 1984. Every week 

for over eight vears a friend or 

acquaintance dies or tests positive for 

the HIV virus. Every week 1 face mv 

own inadequate response to their deaths, 

tlie mulé response by the art connntmily 

and niy goverrmient's silent or whollv 

inadequate and belaled response to this 

massive crisis in health care. 

Donniíí Mnffi'tl. Ily nrrtilriil. I lirk all llir trnniii liitlfK 

orer nrid in-cr (líittifi. lO'UI. © M. Síilmvil. 

The Ñames Project, a memorial qnill 

made from individnally hand sewn 

panels as a Iribute to people who have 

died of AIDS, was shown on llie Great 

Malí in Washington, D . C in October of 

1987. It was there that 1 first carne in 

con tad with and shortly thereafter 

joined, ACT UP, the AIDS Coaliiion to 

Unleash Power. 

My firsi ACT-UP meeting in February of 

1988, was a real surprise. A roorn of 

well over a hundred people from many 

communities in the New York área... a 

diverse, nori-partisan group united in 

aiiger and committed to direct action to 

end the AIDS crisis.... talking aboiit 

their battle against AIDS and the neglect 

by all of lite social and political 

slructures that we liad naively assumed 

were there to lielp and 

iiitervene....furiously debating, New 

England town meeting style, at weekly 

Moiiday iiight meetings....takiiig 

collective action tlirough coalition 

biiilding, with no elected leader or 

piesident.. . .where decisioiis to make 

protests and actions are made ad hoc 

with whatever energy, money and 

enihusiasm can be muslered. 

I'rli.r (Miiziilrz-Tiirrm. liililM (llinial). I')<)l. 

Viililícit {'rimiíil) ifuiflly iiiriikcs l/ic iiwniiiry af lu-ti lircs 

losl. lln' srulfiliirc riniílsls of ii liiitnlkrrrliñ'f. '^irvit lo lite 

orli.'íl hy Illa falhrr oti liis ileiillibfil, aitd tt feír liam/ftilN of 

LiKÍi'ii 's íiiHH'v amt nu'tilhol coii^h dropit, tlw kirifl usftl by 

lliv arlisi 'N Inií^liilu' fontpíinion Ito/is n.i he Iricd lo kcí'p 

liis nutulli fftim fíi'llinf; ¡Kirclii'd. Ittitli ilit'il ii'rcks iiporl. 

oiiv of cdftfTr. lili' iillicr of AIDS. 
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Iii OCIOIKT OI' 1 ')Í!0. ¡ri lile (•(im|Kni\ ol 

several iniiidr-cd uclivisls. 1 was arrested 

l'or cK il disohi'diciicc iii a liiigc 

(líMiioiislralioii al tlic Food and Diiig 

yVdminisli'alioii (M)y\) licad(|uarlci',s ¡iisl 

oiilHÍdc W ashingloM. D.d. 'Y\w FDA, 

dirough Ncars oí pndless studv. coiiiilcr-

sludy and papí'r |)iisli¡ng. liad l)eeii 

delaviiig rolt-ase ol iVÁ'W llie oidv knowii 

dnig tliaí rps])onds to AIDS. \\ illiiii l'our 

iiionihs ol lilis inassive civil (lisobedieiH'c 

-in wliicli sexcial llionsaiid pai'licipalcd 

geiieraling linndi'eds of arresls in Ironl 

oí nalional media glare- tlic KDA was 

fiíialK Torced to reléase AZT IVoni llie 

red-Tape ol llieir hni'caiicracv. 

Picliiiv (I cixdiliini of ¡x'oplc ivfii.siiig lo 

he ric/iiiis. 

I'ic/iiiv (I rtxililion of peoplc tli.siiiliii/iiig 

condoiiis (111(1 dedil irorks.... 

I'itiiire (I coa/ilion of pcaple rlidiiliiig 

"^Money for AIDS.iivl for war" c/.v llicy 

siirroiind (iiid giididiilliie llie l'eiildgon. 

The goreriniieiil and lite iiiedicdl 

esliiblisliiiieiil deiioiiiice ax "iiiiiiiiirdl" 

lite people irlio gel sick and lite people 

lluy liope irill gel sick. 

They woiiy dhoiil llieiiiselres. llieír 

childieii, (111(1 lile "iiiiioeeni ricliiiis. " 

T/iey predicl llie kiiid.s ojpeople irlio gel 

AIDS. llie iiiiiiiher.s oj people iiijecled, 

llie iiiiiiibeiíi oj dcdllis IIKII irill oceiii: 

liiil lliey are doiiig iie.ii lo iiolliiiig lo 

cure llie sick diid preveiil llie spread oj 

AIDS. People (ire d.skiiig "Ij lliey iron'l 

do diiyllíiiig iioir. irlieii irill lliey^" "7/ 

lliey ivoii'l (1(1 diiylliiiiígjor llio.se irlio 

are sick iioir. jor irlioiii irill lliiy^" 

Gelliiig no dii.sirer.s. people ore 

iiiobiliziiig. (lelliiig no (iiisirer.'i. a 

iiioreiiieiil i.s eiiierging. Pieliire (i 

codlilioii of people irlio will eiid lilis 

epideiiiie. 

Cregg Bordowilz. •Piclure a Coalilion 

(1<)87). 

lile AlOS aclivisl uiovenieiil has 

Iranslornied me willi llie same forcé tliat 

1 l ia\e wiinessed iii (illiers iiivolved in 

lile woinens lieallli and w o m e n s riglil 

moxcmenl. M\ parlicipalion in lieallli 

aelivisiii has opened my cyes and 

changed iii\ l)elia\ ior as a pí'rsoii and as 

a polilicalK aware eilizen. In nu' 

prol'essional lile, aelivisni has ex|)andeil 

my coneeplioii ol whal art and ciillure 

can and shoiild he. I l ia\c íoniiil mvseU' 

iialuralK gia\ ilaling lo ](eo])lp wlio, 

inside or onlside ol' xarioiis polilical 

niovemenls, are delVing the ciilliiral 

lelhargv of lile Kighties and are makiiig 

arlworks llial explore and exaniiiie llieii-

lives and llieir lile e.xperiences. 

Wiyliinil llliilíi: i:.r¡iluili;l I ¡ni: IWI. 

\ttylainl Ithikcs ¡ütiyful lti:slr<iiiil Dvt'ifc minlv frmtt a 

inclitl Intllfy ncciiliiliíl}' ri<r<^t'(lfiir SÁiM¡ilt'axiirfs. filis lite 

itir iiml sn<r>ri:sl.<í llinl ¡K'rhitjis hy tiríiiiniilvilfiiilfí llir fi'iir.-í 

miil ¡mili iif hiiinuii nmliirl anil llii' liriii lii^s iif liirc iiiiil 

liisl. iri' liriilfrí' [lif iriiji hi'lirt'í'ii llic i'rnlitpliohir iinil lili' .ii'.r 

¡iiLiiliri: 

As I luue leanil alionl reniinism íroiii 

woiiien arlisis. 1 liave lieguii lo learii 

íVom non-arl wiirld woineii actisisis. B\ 

xohinleeriiig in cliiiic derense. Ii\ addiiig 

iii\ lioiK' lo a \ a i i e l \ ol prolesls 

organized liv Women s Heahh ,4cl¡oii 

Coalilion (\\ I l.\.\l) and Vi Oii iens Aclioii 

(>oalitioii (\\ AC) - I llave hegnii learning 

aboiil llie liislor\ and llieoiN heliind 

iiiany vears of womens righls aclivism. 

On several occasions 1 have lieeii asked 

whv a man. and miicli more |)oiiiledlv a 

ga\' man, woiild he eoncerned willi and 

involved in •pro-choice."' My response 

has always beeii tlial some of llie most 

iniportam and powcrfiil snppiirl llie 

AIDS acti\isl movemem has received, 

has come Iroiii slraighl woineii and Iroiii 

leshians: and, llial 1 conse(|neiill\ l'ell 

llial I liad a responsiliilin lo reliirn llie 

supporl - dial in lact it is evpry persons 

linked slrnggle,. Il wasn'i iinlil I opened 

lile newspaper llie ollier da\ tlial llie 

issues were (lirowii in in\' face and llial 

the neeil lo hiiild coalilions l'or self-

proleclion liecame .starkK clear. 

()n.liily 10.1992 The \eir York Times 

reporled IIKII. Itiiiiddll Terry. llie leader 

oj Operdlion Reselle, in pre/Mirdlioii for 

liis orgdiiizdlioii 's (lisriiplioii oj llie 

Deiiioeriilie :\(ili(iii(il Coiireiilioii in Neir 

)ork. sidled I lid I llie groiip's foeiis. 

irhielí lids dliriiys heeii iidiroirly 

renlered on llie dliorlion-righls issiie. 

irill inehide prolesls (igainsl 

lioiiiose.riidlily. "lie are coiiiing lo he a 

irilness dgdinsl llie Deiiioeidlie Parh^'s 

hriizen eiiihrdce of cliild kiUiírj, diid 

http://llio.se
file:///ttylainl


hoiiiosexuality." he saicl. "IVe ivant to 

expose lite Deiiiocruts. The arenige 

American (loes iioi realize luiir inrolred 

iii /lie in/rasIriKiiire o/ ihe Deiiior/'iilie 

Fait)' ihe sodoinisi iiioreiiieiil is. The 

Denioeni/ic leadersliip has loUI llie 

Catlioh'cs lo go to hell". "'Proleslers On 

Aborlion... .". The New York Ti ines ju ly 

10.1992. 

A7A-Í Smilli. Htililleil (y<iseblec<l¡. 1W0. Ciitirlrsy í'iiwlm.ih 

CdlliTy. Xcw York. Photo Crcdil: Tfuii tt/irrcii. 

Kiki Sniith 'íf poifíftanl snilplnn's nnil Witrhs on papcr 

n'presTiltinií a (linoit'fllhcrfd tiriii. n fi'nutlc hnsl hlv('(liit¡i 

fnnii llif nosr. a rtiscmlf iif intfer-tlíin slit'cls iif ¡KipíT iiH 

prinífil nillt llrr li/iir. li iriill of Itft'lrf priiiU-d iinn;:fs Ihitt 

Nci'in lo lii' ooztitfi mili:, swi'ttl (iild Notirii is huí llif IIIONI 

frrupliirully orn'Mliti<¡ srrii'N of inm/íí's o/a tiiiimt'nl lliol 

ron hi'sl he (Icsrrihi'il f/.v "llir rriaís afilie hinly". 

I1u' i'iglil lo coiilrol ()U|- owii liodics aiid 

llie i'iglil lo |)ri\¡icv are coiicepls al llie 

core of oiir (leinocracv. They are core 

coneepts llial in.sure tlie |.)roleclion of the 

marghialized. minorilie.s ol all kinds, 

IVoin ilic inonu'iilaiN wliiin ol' llic 

iiiajoriu . I1ic\ are llic core coneepts 

dial allow US lo liave ihe pride, and 

süiTieliiiies llie courage, iiccessarv to 

siistain deinocracv wlieii il is threatened 

and to he visilant iu niaiiitainiíiCT the 

social contracl that biiids this 

deinocracv. 

The responsibility oí' represcnting the 

bodv, the arena of that discourse, is 

therefore aii imperalive for 

contemjjorary art practice. The 

iiitensifvirig iirgency willi wliiili arlists 

have been exainining and reprcsenting 

the "crisis of the body "' has been met f)y 

an attack on personal and arlistic hbertv 

at legislative and judicial levéis across 

the country. This is a republic. The 

preservation of everv person's right to 

privacv antl ihe preservation of the 

rights of the individual are paramount . 

^For irhol's al slake is oiir liiinldiiieiiUil 

riglil lo con/rol oiir oirii hodies iiiid 

sexuality". Helen Zia. "Body Polilicking: 

the clioice you save rnay be yoin- own" 

(1992) . 

The laclics of manv of the current grass 

rools polilieal movements as well as the 

arl inaking praclice of ihis uioineiil grow 

oiit of a broad consensus reacfied by tfie 

activist movemeul fiorn ihe Sixiies an 

Seventies. Cround l)i-caking arlists siich 

as Adrián Piper., sucli as Adrián Piper. 

Yvonne Rainer. .Vlarllia Rosler and 

Nancy Spero were on llie fionl linc that 

l'irsi broughl the visibility oí woincn and 

minorilies lo ihe conteinporary art 

scene. Tlieir work is groinided ¡n the 

developinenl of a feminisl iheorv llial 

basically asks the questions; Where are 

ihc woinen? Whv and how have woinen 

been lefl oul? I low are vvonicn included? 

Wlial roles do wonien wish to play and 

how'í" 

Diiiing ihe iuid-8()'s I was professionally 

involved wilh the conceptual artist 

Slierrie Leviiie. One of ihe things thal 

fií'sl at tracled me to hcr work is her 

coniplicated and subtle investigation of 

male power as it is deployed in 20th 

centur\ ' art history. Her art 

appropiations of niale inodern niasters 

|)Owerfully challenge aiithorship and 

originalily. By alwavs ' ' taking' ' iniages 

inade by inale icons. she challenges their 

potency h\ questioning their point-of-

yiew. Her ^york sujjyersively asks where 

the ' 'woinan's voice is and what her 

yoice can be. 

"/ beliere thal one of the niost importanl 

advances thal feíiiiiiist ortisls <ind 

irritéis liare iiiade has been in 

establisliing the possibility of difference, 

the possibility of a pin rali ty of raices 

and gazes. It's importanl lo me thal iny 

irork be siliialed in the lotalily of 

conlemporury artmiiking. Tm not tiying 

lo siipplaiil anylliing; my ivork is in 

addilion. The idea is to broaden the 

discnssion, not to iiarroír it'\ Sherric 

Levine, hiterviewed l)y .leaiine Siegel in 

"After Sherrie Levine" (198.S). 

To f)ara]ihrase an ongoing conversation I 

have been haviiig wilh culliir-al hislorian 

Maiirice Berger and arl crilic Brian 

Wallis: ihe challenge h)r ineu in the 



tonta Simpmn, 2 Framen, 1990. Photo Credit: Ellen Ptige 

Ifilxoii. 1990. Courli:ir J0.1I1 Hner fíallen: \nr York. 

future, by this I mean straight iiieii and 

gay nien, men ol all colors, is íiow we 

can explore issues of masciilinity and 

inasculinism wiüiout recourse to 

segregation and exclusión, unchallenged 

male dominance or abuse of power. To 

ask the questions: What is missing in 

our Uves that a n a n o w deí'inition of 

masculinity has forced out? As the 

sharing of opportunities wilh women 

continuas, what liappens for men? Why 

is nur tur ing in its niany guises 

disallowed to the male? How can we 

work with women in constructing better 

relations personaliy and politically? 

How can men work with eacli otlier in 

non-cornpetitive ways? What roles have 

racism and anti-seniitism played in 

heightening feelings of power 

by individuáis as well as 

communities? 

"To speak of ourselves - wliile liriiig iii « 

country ihat considers us or our 

thoughts laboo- is lo .íhake ihe 

bounduries of ihe Ulusioii of t.lw ONE-

TRIBENATION. To keep sUent is lo 

deny the fací íhal ihere are ndllions of 

se¡)arale Iribes in l/iis illiisioit cal/ed 

AMERICA. To keep silenl eren irhen our 

iitdiriditnl exislence coitiradicis the 

illusoij ONE-TRIBENATION is lo lose 

our ouii ideiililies. " David Wojnarowicz. 

Living Glose to the Knives (1988) . 

rhis past year the U.S. celebrated the 

centenary of the death of "Aniericas 

Poet ' Wall Whitman whose hopes - that 

we, this n a t i o n s people should celébrate 

the richness of our diversity, remains 

just that - a liope. Me believed that by 

hearing and sharing the stories of each 

others hves, the essential acl of making 

conununilv is begun. 

Laslly, I gal/wred llds groiip of essays 

under l/ie lieading Yearnirig because as I 

looked for coininoii passioiis, seiiliiiienls 

s/iared by folks arross race, class, 

geiider and sexual praclice, I ivas siruck 

by tlw depllis of ¡oiiging iii niany of us. 

Tliose iril/ioul iiiouey loiig lo fuñí a way 

lo gel rid of l/ie eiidless seiise of 

depriralioii. Tliose ivilli nioney wonder 

u'hy so nuicli feels so ineaningless and 

long lo find l/w sile o/ "nieuning. " 

Wilnessing the genocidíd rarages of diiig 

addiclion in black fa/nilies and 

coiiununilies, I began lo "liear" l/ial 

longiug for a subslain'e as. in parí, a 

disp/acenient for the longed-for 

liberal ion - I he jreedoin to control oue's 

destiny.... The shared space and feeling 

of "yearning'^ opens up ihe possibilily of 

conniion ground where (di these 

differences mighl meel aud engage one 

auother. It seeined appropriale ihen to 

speak lilis yeanúng. Bell Hooks, 

Veaniing: race, gender. and cultural 

poUtics (1990) . 

By the seeniingly simple acl of sharing 

histories, by revealing ourselves lo each 

othcr, the arlisls - in this essav, in this 

exhibition, and in oiu'selves - loiich 

society's deepesl wound: the concepl of 

'"them." The concepl of those ollier 

people. riic 'ol l icr ' llial we don 1 know 

and consequently, and all loo fiíMiiicnlly, 

fear and líale. 

Democracy s niany poets teach u.s ways 

to reveal and to hcal ourselves. 




