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immune to the charismatic ritual-
and-altar allure of the white box,
tactical artists have made it possible
for art in these last days to have
inner fire and a sense of provisional
purpose, as opposed to a mute thrall
before the rotting behemoth of
commodified art-historical ornament.

And yet the emphasis on rigorous
self-examination, as well as the
nagging concern about efficacy, often
ends up sowing a certain amount

of doubt and interdenominational
dissent. The anguish of reconciling
unutterable inner life with ineffable
universal Being, i.e. the confessional
legacy of Martin Luther, is implicit

in Psychological Prosthetics’ Patheo-
geographies exhibit. The presentation
features optimistic products inade-
quate to mitigate disillusionment in
the hopelessly corrupt, hypocritical,
doomed modern world. These
included “the 30 Second Rant
Recorder, an electronic hand-made
device to activate outrage, and

the PP Band Aid device to bandage
shame and soothe apathy.”

Along with this quest for purity and
authenticity, there is, despite the
festive motif, some distrust in the
tactical-art world of work that
demonstrates technical skill, or
allows any unseemly pleasure, visual
or otherwise. In fact, there is quite a
bit of distrust among these folks
generally. One Calvinistic response

| got while trolling for comments
for this piece was a strong objection
to my having (with unintentional
hierarchical prejudice) described
subscribers to a progressive-art
listserve as “central” to the local
progressive art community. Despite
the political discomfort | discovered
in stoner cartoons and incense
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overload, many progressive artists
sternly resist beautiful, ugly, and
funny imagery. But while much
dialogue in activist art circles is
couched in tiresome programmatic
rhetoric seemingly meant to appeal
to foundations and the compilers of
Routledge anthologies, there are
progressive art visionaries willing to
unclench the sphincter somewhat
and work toward a celebratory
atmosphere.

Dewayne Slightweight, the aforemen-
tioned creator and performer of

“l Want to Know the Habits of Other
Girls,” is an artist whose multifaceted
approach gives radiant evidence of
love and hope as important elements
to enliven the “faith” element

of idealistic art. His response to the
efficacy critique takes on the
“political” definition: “Too often the
only artwork and activist output that
gets analyzed as political, whether
by the audience or the artists
themselves, is art that seems to have
a very linear cause and effect line.
Some of those tactics have a propa-
gandist or militaristic or academic
structure to them.” In regard to
making art, he says, “Making things
to me is an act of hope that what do
will have an effect on your surround-
ings, so having hope with another
person/s is really the best way to
hang out with people.”

“Anything that happens outside
yourself,” he concludes, “is political!”

Slightweight is the sort of artist that
the Chicago progressive-art world
may need in order to maintain an
enduring sense of purpose. “My desire
or motivation for making anything
and sharing it with the world,” he
says, “has pretty much always been
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to create a situation in which we can
experience some kind of utopia
together, no matter how fleeting,
ephemeral, or temporary.” To clarify
what may sound like dewy-eyed
demagoguery, he continues, “Utopia
isn't a gated community where the
good can hang out, it’s just the sheer
effort to imagine how to get out of the
mess we’re in!” In the future, as
Chicago native and No More Prisons
author William “Upski” Wimsatt has
noted, queers, women, youth, and
people of color are the ones who will
find ways to organize around new
conceptions of universal truth, all
based on small-scale interactions.
Some may question whether this is
politics per se and not instead a
moral-spiritual pursuit, but | think
these semantics are actually chang-
ing in the world at large.

This quest for a molten core of
communal experience, which goes
hand in hand with an incremental
and instrumentalist approach, seems
actually to echo the general senti-
ment of the electorate in this season.
We see candidates indistinguishable
on policy points being chosen for
their charisma and visionary
mantras on the one hand, and on the
other, for the demographic muscle
they might leverage in the future.
Methodists, Presbyterians, and
Lutherans all had different theologi-
cal doctrines at one point, but are
now the moderate swing voters
cajoled by promoters and pundits
they correctly distrust. Now seen as
the populist faith of rural snake-
baiting tent revivalists, Baptists were
central to the civil rights movement,
and are still organizing to fight
poverty. Yet they, along with the
crunchy, humanist, and well-heeled
Quakers, are the descendents of
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> Above: First annual PuttPutt show by Material Exchange.

militant New England iconoclasts.
Both groups have sought vehicles of
action, thoroughly integrating
themselves into legislative lobbying,
activist organizing, and the nonprofit
sector. Tactical practicioners are also
transitioning art into this ephemeral
and mechanistic moral public space,
but without any agreed-upon
transcendent goal — neither “Christ”
nor “the revolution.” As Slightweight
says, “Utopia isn’t peace ... | think
utopia is the struggle to end war.”

The sniping at tactical artists by
naysayers in the traditional gallery
world reminds me of a discussion | had
while in AmeriCorps. A straight-laced
theater kid opined something to the
effect that, “shopping at thrift stores is
lame.” | responded, “Shopping at Old
Navy is lame too.” But the sniping
between progressive artists reminds
me of the semester at Oberlin (indeed,
some of these folks think they never
left Oberlin) when the non-glamorous
issue of need-blind admissions being
eliminated was drowned out by the
high-drama hype around what turned

out to be totally baseless perceptions
of racist symbols appearing around
campus. Effectiveness is overrated,
but there is something to be said for
having an actual target.

But, though in the realm of the
ineffable, my odd illnesses were not
hallucinations. Indeed, guilt is vital
for a morally aware encounter with
history, not something to be
alternately repressed and wallowed
in on behalf of everyone by those
who “suffer” most from privilege.
Loudmouthed, overeducated, white,
straight men (like me) need to be the
last people weighing in on every-
thing, whether they’re aging post-
“punk” hipsters trying to maintain
their underground respectability, or
unemployed Trenchcoat-Mafia-type
grad students with a chip on their
shoulder about counter-hegemonic
doxa. These are the Martin Luther
figures of our era. Our rigid militancy
has served its purpose.

Really, the work of socially engaged
artists is neither monumental nor
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insignificant. Michael Rakowitz’s
recent project to import Iraqi dates
brings to mind another example

of an ethical intervention in the
market. Much like small but impor-
tant initiatives like fair-trade coffee,
tactical art is an easily derided but
meaningful approach to integrate
morality with economics in our
murky post-industrial culture war.
Tactical artists are carrying forward
the new mythic missionary task of
the avant-garde. Now that floodwalls
have been breached and art and life
have cross-infected, cells of micro-
activists are trying to come up with
cultural tools and resources for the
unassimilated and the underclass.
The parochial isolation of the art
world is a perhaps insurmountable
obstacle to making any large-scale
impact. But the projects these artists
take on—working on a garden,
sharing free stuff, public perfor-
mances, trading skills—make worthy
attempts to build relationships
with local communities, one shared
experience at a time. 0





