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Art And Activism  Liz Burns 
Recently, I came across an Art Basel Conversation on you tube titled 
‘Conversations: The Future of Artistic Practice: The Artist as Activist.  
This conversation involved curator Hans Ulrich Obrist in conversation 
with artists Yale Bartana, Huda Lutfi and Theaster Gates in November 
2012.1 While the conversation itself was quite engaging, what struck 
me most was the fact that this conversation was happening at all in the 
commercial context of Art Basel. One could indeed take a cynical view 
on this and see it as the commercial art world/ art market embracing the 
latest artistic fad – in this case – art and activism. Or indeed one could 
view it as a reflection of the momentous times that we live in, in the 
context of the war on terror, post Arab Spring, and the continuing crisis 
of neoliberal capitalism that we find ourselves in today. 

Another thought that struck me from this Art Basel conversation was 
how two of the artists on the panel, both with very committed and 
sustained socially engaged art practices, very quickly pointed out in 
their introductions that they did not consider themselves “activists”. 
Indeed most debates today on art and activism tend to get tangled up 
in the word ‘activism’ which usually implies some form of collective 
campaign, or action we tend to associate with public demonstrations or 
street protests. According to the Collin’s English Dictionary activism 
is “A policy of taking direct and often militant action to achieve an end 
especially a political or social one”. Somehow I find this definition of 
activism lacking as it doesn’t take into account the changing nature of 
the public sphere today and how we interact as human beings.

In the September 2012 edition of Frieze art magazine, co-incidentally 
also embracing the subject of ‘Art as Activism’, co-editor Jennifer Higgie, 
in her introduction, calls for activism to be seen in a more expanded 
way and points our that there are more ways of being active and socially 
engaged than organising a meeting.2 Indeed to be ‘active’ I would argue 
is a part of being alive and involves some form of taking action. As 
fellow citizens, artists have the creative skills to reflect back to society 
what they see, to invent, to play, make strange, to pose questions, to 
celebrate, provoke or imagine a world otherwise. In an interview with 
American artist Suzanne Lacy in the same Frieze edition, when asked 

1  www.youtube.com/watch?v=cc6TurcumLU 
2 Frieze No 149 September 2012 pg 13 
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how she gauges her work, Lacy replied, “The best I can hope for is to 
relate a set of experiences that move us in a direction of understanding 
each other better, understanding social systems better, and thinking 
about new ways to make art”.3 Lacy clearly sees herself as an artist and 
active being or activist. 

These are not mutually exclusive entities, but part and parcel of  
her being. So by way of a long-winded introduction, we in the Fire 
Station Artists’ Studios decided to embrace this term and title this book 
‘Art and Activism’ in the hope of generating some debate and critical 
thought from artists and curators both national and international, 
who may or may not consider themselves ‘activists’ per say but who 
all have practices that engage within the social and political arena. In 
an initial conversation with Israeli curator Galit Eilat whom I invited 
to present at a symposium in 2013 on her activist curatorial practice, 
Galit responded that she was less interested in the term ‘Art and 
Activism’ and more interested in the idea of ‘Art and Response-ability’. 
Her presentation at the symposium titled ‘Art and Responsibility’took 
place in Limerick City Gallery of Art ( LCGA) in November 2013, and 
included as an edited transcript in this publication. In her presentation 
Galit reflects upon the role and responsibility of the curator, artist as 
well as the art institution when working in sites of conflict, particularly 
within the context of her experience of working in the Middle East as 
former director of the Centre for Digital Art in Holon, Israel. 

Another aim of this book is to acknowledge and reflect upon the art 
and activism work of Fire Station Artists’ Studios over the last two 
decades as we marked our 20th anniversary in 2013. In marking this it is 
important for organisations such as Fire Station to take stock of where 
we came from, our role as an art institution, our history in community 
activism and supporting socially engaged arts practices, as well as reflect 
on the evolution of our arts programming over the years. Recognising 
the notable shift from object based to more context based art practices 
in recent years and the myriad ways in which artists are now engaging 
within the social and political arena, Fire Station’s programming has 
evolved considerably, from running an annual Studio Award (2002- 
2010), to pubic art programmes, to developing a think tank for socially 
engaged arts practitioners, to publications, exhibitions  
and symposiums. 

3 Frieze No 149 September 2102’ Questions and answers’ Suzanne Lacy and Jennifer  
 Higgie pg 143

In addition we recognise the importance of developing critique around 
this ever expanding area of arts practice through bringing national 
and international arts practitioners into dialogue with one another. In 
2010 Fire Station invited the Danish curatorial collective Kuratorisk 
Aktion to work with Irish artists and curators in applying their activist 
curatorial methodologies, which are based on transnational, feminist 
and post colonial critique. The result was ‘Troubling Ireland’: a mobile 
think tank for artists and curators based in Ireland, conceptualised and 
led by Kuratorisk Aktion. This think tank provided a critical, aesthetic 
and discursive platform for its seven participants: Kennedy Brown (the 
collaborative partnership Sarah Brown and Gareth Kennedy, Helen 
Carey, Anthony Haughey, Anna Macleod, Augustine O Donoghue and 
Susan Thomson.4 

In an interview, I conducted with Kuratorisk Aktion in 2013 and 
reproduced here in this book, Tone Olaf Nielsen and Frederikke 
Hansen reflect on their activist curatorial methodologies as well as their 
learning and reflections from having led this think tank in Ireland.  
To get more background into the processes of this think tank, this 
book also contains an essay from cultural geographer Bryonie Reid who 
shadowed the think tank and was commissioned to wrote her personal 
response which was titled ‘Reflecting on Troubling Ireland: a cultural 
geographer’s perspectives’. 

Now almost two years later as part of this publication we are pleased 
to bring together the myriad practices of the seven artists and curators 
who took part in this think tank, as a representative snap shot of arts 
and curatorial practices that sit within this broad continuum of art and 
activism in Ireland today. Reflecting on her work with artists on her 
Labour and Lockout series of exhibitions in 2013 , curator Helen Cary 
reflects that the artist as activist in 21st century Ireland takes a very 
different form to the artist as activist in 1960’s Argentina, or 1980’s 
New York. She observes that Irish artists of 2013 are witnesses, not 
provocateurs, who question, record, inquire and reflect.

The images and texts interspersed throughout the book by Kennedy 
Browne, Helen Carey, Anthony Haughey, Anna Macleod, Augustine O 
Donoghue, Susan Thomson and Bryonie Reid, provide glimpses of a 
diverse range of artistic and curatorial enquiries, that question, record , 
inquire, reflect and also provoke. They bear witness to times past while 
also speculating on the present and the future. They address themes of 

4 See www.troublingireland.com 
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sustainable energy, labour activism, working conditions for artists today, 
homophobia and its colonial legacy, border identities as well as interior 
and exterior landscapes in relation to memory and trauma. These 
artistic enquiries were developed throughout the course of the think 
tank and were presented two years later in the exhibition ‘Upending 
‘which took place in LCGA in partnerhip with Fire Station in November 
2013. In a year that marked the centenary of the 1913 Dublin Lockout 
and general strike, it is fitting that labour and activism are themes 
examined in this exhibition. 

‘Has the artist been paid?’ is artist Augustine O’Donohue’s response to the  
lack of discourse on how and under what conditions artists themselves  
labour. O’Donohue’s work references a nationwide survey undertaken 
by Visual Artists Ireland in 2012 5 which revealed that 79.66% of the 
artists surveyed who actively exhibit in Ireland received no fee for their  
participation in exhibitions and their production costs were not met in  
many cases. In a year commemorating labour and looking to where we  
may go from here, O’Donohue’s work seeks to activate discourse around 
the precarity of working conditions for artists and those in the so called 
‘creative classes’ today.

As fellow citizens and workers artists have the creative and cognitive 
skills to reflect on the times that we live in, translate this and share 
this within the public realm. In a homage in the Irish Times to Seamus 
Heaney; Ireland’s much loved poet and Nobel Prize Winner who died 
in 2013, journalist Fintan O’Toole describes Heaney’s ability to remain 
true to his art in a time of social and political upheaval in his native 
Derry. Recognising the need to respond on his own terms to what 
was happening all around him with the outbreak of The Troubles in 
Northern Ireland in the 1960’s, Heaney reflected, “the problems of 
poetry moved from being simply a matter of achieving the satisfactory 
verbal icon, to being a search for images and symbols adequate to our 
predicament”.6 This search for images and symbols adequate to our 
predicament, perhaps best sums up this relationship between art and 
activism. Recognising his vocation as an artist who will continue to 
work in his own way, Heaney wrote:  

“Between my finger and my thumb,
The squat pen rests 
I’ll dig with it.” 7

May artists continue to dig, excavate, upend, and bear  
witness to the times that we live in. 

5 Visual Artists Ireland Advocacy Datasheet #7: Topic: Visual Artists’ Payments (2013) 
 http://visualartists.ie/advocacy/advocacy-datasheet-7-topic-visual-artists-payments/
6  The Irish Times, Sat August 31st 2013 

7 Poem ‘Digging’ in ‘Death of a Naturalist’ – Seams Heaney collection of poetry (1966). 9


