
Who’s Art and For Whom?: 
examining art as social production and practice 

 

 When we examine art and its connection with politics, there is, to use the words of Mao 

Zedong, “a two-line  struggle” with which we need to engage.  On the one hand there are those 

who insist that art does not necessarily (and perhaps should not) have any connection with 

politics––a rehash of the nineteenth century “Art for Art’s sake” slogan coined by Gautier––

while, on the other hand, there are those who respond that the only worthwhile art must 

adequately and didactically demonstrate progressive politics.  And between these two 

interpretations of art, there is much confusion.  Often the artist, especially if she is politically 

engaged, finds herself in a tenuous position: her contacts in the art world want her work to 

demonstrate aesthetic sophistication (and might even suspect anything that smacks of politicism), 

whereas her friends in the activist world want her art to sloganeer and preach the proper political 

message.  Although I believe that art and politics are, indeed, intensely connected, I hope to 

demonstrate in this essay that not only is the “Art for Art’s sake” claim erroneous, but the 

sloganeering position is wrong as well in that it fails to address art’s actual and material 

connection with politics.   

 At the conclusion of The Work of Art in the Age of Mechanical Reproduction, Walter 

Benjamin points out that while fascist art aestheticizes politics, “[c]ommunism responds by 

politicizing art.”1  This essay by Benjamin is, perhaps, one of his most popular essays in 

academia although, like most of his work, it is usually taught in an apolitical and postmodern 

sense; the fact that Benjamin was a  revolutionary communist is often neglected.   It is not my 

intention, though, to discuss Benjamin, or his essay, in terms of his political convictions.  Rather 

I intend to use the above statement to discuss the relationship between art and politics in a 

                                                
1 Benjamin, p. 242. 



historical materialist, and thus marxist, manner drawing primarily on Mao and Raymond 

Williams.  My opinion is that the only worthwhile analysis of art (as with pretty much everything 

else in society) is one that is historical materialist, rather than idealist; it is only through such an 

analysis that we can properly understand the relationship between art and politics. 

 

I - art as human production 

 In order to understand the connection between art and politics, it is useful to begin with a 

loose definition of art.  This is important because, philosophically speaking, if one does not 

define what something is, one cannot discuss this something with any real depth.  Definitions of 

science, for example, provide the foundations for any scientific endeavour.  If I defined the field 

of science as something that included alchemy, astrology, and magic in general then I would 

have a very different notion of science––and thus produce a very different scientific theory––

than someone who believes that parascience is the antithesis of science.  And, vice versa, in 

order for me to prove that parascience is supersitious nonsense, I would have to provide a 

working definition of science that excludes magic.  In fact, historically speaking, good scientists 

began by breaking with metaphysics and defining the scientific enterprise as something that 

sought natural, rather than mystical, interpretations of the world. 

 My definition of art, though, will be very general.  I am not attempting to create a grand 

unifying theory of art––such an attempt would be vulgar and dogmatic.  Rather, as 

aforementioned, I am merely putting forward a very loose definition.  And this definition is: art 

is nothing more than social production.  Art is the creative product of real human beings, who 

exist in the world with other humans, in given social and historical contexts. 

 Humans, as a species, have historically defined themselves by appropriating from nature 

in order to produce human society.  The social practice of art is no more or less profound than 



the social practice of agriculture.  Both are human productions, both have been developed by 

humans throughout history, both are creative interactions with nature2 although they differ from 

one another.  But just as humans produce through agriculture, they also “are the producers of 

their conceptions, ideas, etc., that is, real, active [humans].”3  Thus we can assert that “[w]orks of 

literature and art, as ideological forms [meaning connected to the ideas/conceptions], are 

products of the reflection in the human brain of the life of a given society.” 4  

 Furthermore, like every act of human production, art is socio-historical: it accumulates 

tradition and meaning through time; it develops different practices and importances from 

different social contexts.  Humans, after all, “make their own history… under circumstances 

directly encountered, given and transmitted from the past.”5 Art, then, is merely a human 

production that is part of this history-making process. 

 The alternative to defining art as social production is to engage in mystification that 

makes humans “and their relations appear upside-down as in a camera obscura.”6  If art is not 

social production then it is something that stands outside of the material world and supervenes 

over the practice of art.  According to this conception, “Art” is treated as a Platonic form that 

exists in a realm separate from us, unchangeable and external to human history.  The earliest 

version of this definition of art would be defining it as divine inspiration. 

 Aside from being a purely idealist conception of art––where ideas make humans rather 

than humans make ideas––this definition ultimately devalues the practice of art.  Although such 

a mystifiying definition attempts to make art seem more important than other human 

                                                
2 By “nature” I include human society as well--humans and the natural world are dialectically connected: “One can 
look at history from two sides and divide it into the history of nature and the history of men.  The two sides are, 
however, inseperable; the history of nature and the history of men are dependent on each other so long as men 
exist.” (Marx and Engels, The German Ideology, p. 34)  
3 Marx and Engels, The German Ideology, p. 42. 
4 Mao, p. 265. 
5 Marx, The 18th Brumaire of Louis Bonaparte, p. 15. 
6 Marx and Engels, The German Ideology, p. 42. 



productions, the logical conclusion of its premises is to view humans as mere vessels for divine 

inspiration.  We do not creatively produce works of art: Art creatively produces us. 

 Moreover, such a definition of art renders art theory and criticism impossible.  Divine 

inspiration, after all, cannot be gauged by others; the artist can always flee criticism by claiming 

that his or her art is beyond human criticism––and that includes aesthetic and political criticism. 

 Although few today would define art as divine inspiration, the notion of art existing 

outside of human criticism persists, especially in postmodern art theory.  The definition of art as 

divine inspiration has been sublimated by numerous artists and critics, revealing itself in the 

claims that “art should just be and not be criticized”, or Gautier’s infamous maxim “Art for Art’s 

sake.” 

 To claim “Art for Art’s sake”, however, is to also claim that there is some object (or 

entity) called Art that is external to human practice because it possesses a “sake”.  As Mao points 

out, “[t]here is in fact no such thing as art for art’s sake, art that stands above classes, art that is 

detached from or independent of politics.”7  If we agree that art is a social practice, and not a 

divine practice, then it cannot be divorced from the human practitioner’s social and historical 

context.  To insist that art should just “be”, and not “be criticized”, is to insist that it exists 

beyond the human world––that it is beyond human comprehension.8  

                                                
7 Mao, p. 271. 
8 Another species of this idealist conception of art is to claim that art is beyond criticism, except from other artists 
since only artists can be art experts--therefore, criticism isn’t really possible.  In other words, not only do artists 
form some kind of elite group, but there is some ideal form artist that gives people an artist-essence: truly idealist.  
In A Preface to Paradise Lost C.S. Lewis does a good job of showing the logical absurdity of such a claim when he 
attacks “the notion that poets are the only judges of poetry”  that had been asserted, during Lewis’ time, by T.S. 
Eliot (Lewis, p. 9).   Lewis writes: “Let us consider what would happen if we took Mr. Eliot’s view seriously.  The 
first result is that I, not being one of the contemporary poets, cannot judge Mr. Eliot’s criticism at all.  What then 
shall I do?  Shall I go to the best contemporary poets, who can, and ask them whether Mr. Eliot is right?  But in 
order to go to them I must first know who they are.  And this, by hypothesis, I cannot find out; the same lack of 
poethood which renders my critical opinions… worthless renders my opinions on Mr. Pound or Mr. Auden equally 
worthless. Shall I then go to Mr. Eliot and ask him who the best contemporary poets are?  But this, again, will be 
useless.  I personally may think Mr. Eliot a poet––in fact, I do––but then, as he as explained to me, my thoughts on 
such a point are worthless.  I cannot find out whether Mr. Eliot is a poet or not; and, until I have found out, I cannot 
know whether his testimony to the poethood of Mr. Pound and Mr. Auden is valid.  And for the same reason I 



 

II - the danger of dogmatic criticism 

 The opposite of idealist art criticism is the type of criticism that, while perhaps claiming 

that art is a form of social production, dogmatically pushes for political didacticism in the work 

of art.  This view of art (usually a vulgar activist conception of art) holds that if one cannot glean 

a coherent  message from a work of art––a message that will convey a political lecture to the 

masses––then such art is worthless and politically suspect. 

 In Marxism and Literature, Raymond Williams examines the often problematic 

relationship between artists and revolutionaries: 

Both Lenin and Trotsky saw writers, with other artists, as necessarily 
free to work in their own ways… But each made reservations; Lenin on 
the cultural policy of the Revolution, which could not “let chaos develop 
in any direction it may”, Trotsky making [artistic] self-determination 
subject to “the categorical standard of being for or against the 
Revolution”.  It was from the reservations, and not from the assertions, 
that one version of [artistic] ‘commitment’ became practical and 
powerful, extending from the level of general cultural policy to 
specification of the form and content of ‘committed’ or ‘socialist’… 
[art].9 

  
 Thus we are presented with a definition of art that ultimately claims that if a work cannot 

be understood as politically progressive––if it doesn’t adequately demonstrate revolution––then 

it is “bad” (“bad” meaning bourgeois, fascist, etc.) art.  Crude activist art (with which many of us 

are probably familiar) follows from this position.  If a work of art does not adequately and 

didactically demonstrate good politics, then the crude activist critic will claim that this art is 

worthless due to its apparent lack of revolutionary meaning. 

 Perhaps it is because of this vulgar and dogmatic position that numerous artists and critics 

hide behind claims like “Art for Art’s sake” or “art should just be.”  The fear of losing artistic 

                                                
cannot find out whether their testimony to his poethood is valid.  Poets become on this view an unrecognizable 
society (an Invisible Church), and their mutual criticism goes on within a closed circle which no outsider can break.” 
(Lewis, p. 9-10) 
9 Williams, Marxism and Literature, p. 202. 



freedom or being censored by self-appointed, political-aesthetic experts is very real indeed.  The 

Soviet Union under Stalin and post-Stalin, for example, was filled with so-called art experts who 

censored a lot of what they could not conceptually process.  If the “Art for Art’s sake” position is 

idealist, then the art must adequately and didactically demonstrate its politics position is 

deterministic and positivist. 

 To seek bastion in an idealist notion of art, however, is not the solution to positivist 

dogmatism; it merely substitutes one erroneous position for another.  What needs to be 

understood is the dialectical connection between aesthetics and politics.  Art, as aforementioned, 

cannot be external to politics since it is a social production.  At the same time, though, it is a 

social production that––like all types of social production––possesses a history of interior 

meanings, much in the same way biology possesses its own history of meanings 

 

III - Mao and art 

 Seeing politics and aesthetics as dialectically related is very important and was grasped 

by Mao Zedong in his lectures on art and politics.  Raymond Williams has also noted this 

important, though often forgotten, position on art taken by Mao: 

It was useful, after [Lenin and Trotsky’s claims about art], to find Mao 
Tse-Tung saying: “it is harmful to the growth of art… if administrative 
measures are used to impose one particular style of art and school of 
thought and to ban another” […] But this was not a return to liberalism; 
it was an insistence on the reality of open struggle, between new and old 
forms of consciousness and new and old kinds of work.10 

  
 While Mao believed in aesthetic freedom, he also insisted that art could not exist for its 

own sake.  “The first problem,” writes Mao, “is: literature and art for whom?”11  Rather than 

reducing this problematic to positivist dogma, Mao approached it in a sophisticated manner.  

Claiming that art criticism possesses two, dialectically linked, criteria––the political and the 

                                                
10 Williams, Marxism and Literature, p. 203. 
11 Mao, p. 258. 



aesthetic (or artistic)––Mao points out that “idealists” stress aesthetics along with the artist’s 

“motive”, whereas “mechanical materialists” stress pure politics along with the art work’s 

“effect”.12  He concludes from this that “[i]n contradistinction to both, we dialectical materialists 

insist on the unity of [both positions].”13  It is important to note that the dialectical unity of these 

positions is not an arithmatical unity.  “Good” art is not merely that which somehow represents 

the best combination of political content and aesthetic form.  To dialectically combine and 

investigate the relationship between the political and the aesthetic is to go beyond a formal 

analysis, even if this analysis takes into account both the political and the aesthetic.  The 

dialectical relationship between the political and the aesthetic, I will claim later in this essay, can 

be understood only in relation to social production. 

 Mao further elaborates on this dialectical relationship: 

Politics cannot be equated with art, nor can a general world outlook be 
equated with a method of artistic creation and criticism.  We deny not 
only that there is an abstract and absolutely unchangeable political 
criterion, but also that there is an abstract and absolutely unchangeable 
artistic criterion; each class in every class society has its own political 
and artistic criteria.  But all classes in all class societies invariably put the 
political criterion first and the artistic second.  The bourgeoisie always 
shuts out proletarian literature and art, however great their artistic 
merit.14 

  
Here Mao claims that art cannot be completely reduceable to politics (“art” does not equate 

“politics”) or a single and proper form.  At the same time, however, he simultaneously indicates 

that art is inseperable from the social.  It is a social production and there are those who own the 

means of production––those who can decide what art should be reproduced in any given society.  

Thus his beginning question: literature and art for whom?  Although Mao insists that the 

political criterion is primary in examining art, he does so in a way that differs greatly from the 

dogmatic and positivist demand for comprehensible didacticism.  His political criterion is 
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something that deals with art as production rather than art as a commodity, and we will examine 

this later in regards to Raymond Williams. 

 “Some works,” continues Mao, “which politically are downright reactionary may have a 

certain artistic quality.  The more reactionary their content and higher their artistic quality… the 

more necessary it is to reject them.”15  We should recall the first part of Benjamin’s claim that 

began this essay: fascist art aestheticizes politics.  People with reactionary positions can obscure 

these positions with aesthetically pleasing art, especially if they are well-trained artists.  I am 

reminded here of the films of Yael Bartana, an Israeli film artist.  Many of her films (in particular 

Wild Seeds and Profile) obscure colonial relations behind her aesthetic approach, thus hiding 

reactionary politics behind a well-polished aesthetic facade.  And the idealist approach, that 

wants her films to just be, ends up justifying her pro-colonial politics by seeing the celebration of 

Israel’s colonialism as aesthetics devoid of meaning.  The retrograde political message, then, is 

made to disappear behind the artistic quality. 

 Despite this recognition of reactionary art and the basic social imbededness of art, Mao 

states: 

What we demand is the unity of revolutionary political content and the 
highest possible perfection of artistic form. Works of art which lack 
artistic quality have no force, however progressive they are politically.  
Therefore we oppose both works of art with a wrong political viewpoint 
and the tendency towards the “poster and slogan style” which is correct 
in political viewpoint but lacking in artistic power.  On the question of 
literature and art we must carry on a struggle on two fronts.16 

  
Not only does this analysis reject politically retrograde art, it also rejects crude political 

didacticism in art.  Here Mao seeks a dialectical unity between the political and the aesthetic 

which are so often opposing terms.  He does not provide a prescription for this unity, though he 

rejects the lack of this unity.  

                                                
15 ibid. 
16 ibid., p. 276. 



 Moreover, Mao indicates that a good work of art will be hard to cognize both politically 

and artistically by most people; he emphasizes not only raising the standards of art work, but the 

simultaneous popularizing of art for everyone to engage with: “[h]ere popularization means 

popularizing for the people and raising of standards means raising the level for the people… the 

work of popularizaton… [should supply] the basis for the work of raising standards.”17  This 

position, I believe, speaks to the second part of Benjamin’s quote (about politicizing aesthetics) 

and I will explain why at the conclusion of this paper. 

 Turning aside from the question of politicizing aesthetics for the moment, I want to return 

to Mao’s general theory of art criticism.  His main point in this regard is: 

to apply the dialectical materialist and historical materialist viewpoint in 
our observation of the world, of society and of literature and art; it does 
not mean writing philosophical lectures into our works of literature and 
art.  Marxism embraces but cannot replace [quality] in literary and artistic 
creation, just as it embraces but cannot replace the atomic and electronic 
theories in physics.  Empty, dry dogmatic formulas do indeed destroy the 
creative mood; not only that, they first destroy Marxism.  Dogmatic 
“Marxism” is not Marxism, it is anti-Marxism.18 

  
 We can summarize Mao’s analysis of art, discussed above, with the following axioms: 1) 

art is socially embedded, since it is a human creation, and thus in a very crude way is always 

political in terms of its production; 2) art work possesses both an aesthetic and political 

dimension, and we should understand these dimensions dialectically rather than mathematically; 

3) the aesthetic dimension of art is historical and thus in development (what makes it “good” or 

“bad” is a question connected to the meanings accrued by its historical trajectory); 4) reactionary 

art, art that aestheticizes politics, should be struggled against; 5) both reactionary and progressive 

politics in art might not be easily cognizable because art should not necessarily be didactic; 6) we 

should seek to make art accessible to everyone because enjoying art is part of enjoying life; and 

7) the dogmatic political position that seeks to reduce art into sloganeering and philosophical 
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lectures is anti-Marxist since it denies the human being’s creative capacity. 

 Of course, activists who want all art to be expressly didactic might ask the following 

question: if good art is not necessarily didactic yet still should, as Mao claims, be political, how 

can one gauge the political content?  Mao provides no obvious concrete answer to this question, 

although I believe the answer (if we can call it an “answer”) is implicit in both his and my 

foundational premise: that art is social production.  And it is here that I will turn to Raymond 

Williams in order to expand further upon this notion and demonstrate that the above and 

hypothetical question, perhaps, misses the point. 

 

IV - Williams and the social practice of art 

 Raymond Williams’ seminal essay Base and Superstructure in Marxist Cultural Theory 

is a brilliant piece of writing on cultural theory and artistic production.  Although there is a lot in 

this essay that is useful for cultural studies, I will only focus on what is relevant for this specific 

paper––and that is the examination of art theory in connection to the concept of social 

production: 

This is the question towards which most discussions of cultural theory 
seems to be directed: the discovery of a method, perhaps even a 
methodology, through which particular works of art can be understood 
and described… What seems to me very striking is that nearly all forms 
of contemporary critical theory are theories of consumption.  That is to 
say, they are concerned with understanding an [art] object in such a way 
that it can be profitably or correctly consumed.19 

  
 What Williams is indicating in the above statement is that most questions about an art 

work’s content are questions of consumption.  Therefore, for the activist to demand a gauge of a 

work’s political content is to engage a work of art in terms of consumption––it is to demand a 

consumeable message.  Such questions, though, are the result of social training in which we have 

been taught to look at art as a commodity.  “The language of the work of art as [a consumeable] 
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object… became overt,” writes Williams: "‘What effect does this work… have on me?’  Or, 

‘what impact does it have on me?’… Naturally enough, the notion of art as object, as text, as an 

isolated artefact, became central in all these later consumption theories.”20  

 Examining art in such a manner is problematic since it forgets that, while consumption 

mediates production, 

Production mediates consumption; it creates the latter’s material; without 
it consumption would lack an object.  But consumption also mediates 
production, in that it alone creates for the products the subject for whom 
they are products.  The product only obtains its ‘last finish’ in 
consumption.  A railway on which no trains run, hence which is not used 
up, is a railway only [in potential].21 

  
Focusing solely on the consumption of a work of art is to focus only on its last finish and to 

ignore that there would be no art to consume and cognize if it was not produced.  Such an 

engagement with art assumes, though unintentionally perhaps, that an art work has an eternal 

nature and is not first created by a living human being dwelling within a concrete social-

historical context.  This consumptive approach of art, moreover, is a product of bourgeois 

ideology.  Under capitalism the commodity-form dominates life and engaging with a piece of art 

as an isolated and consumeable object divorced from the process of production is to engage with 

this piece of art as a commodity without history.   

 Williams also claims that theories of consumption have come to dominate marxist 

theories of art: 

Now, as it happened, there was a use of the [Marxist] formula of base 
and superstructure that was precisely in line with this [theory of 
consumption].  The components of a work of art were the real activities 
of the base, and you could study the object to discover these 
components… [I]n any case the relationship that was looked for was one 
between an object and its components.”22 

  
Therefore, the type of art engagement typified by activist sloganeering, though ultimately 
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bourgeois, has a history of infiltrating radical art critiques. 

 Williams states that “not only… the practices of production were overlooked” by these 

theories, but that the “real social conditions of [art] production were in any case neglected 

because they were believed to be at best secondary.”  Thus, the “true relationship was seen 

always as between the taste, the sensibility or the training of the reader and this isolated work, 

this object ‘as in itself it really is’, as most people came to put it.”23  If we believe that art is 

social production, then our engagement with art should not overlook the practices of production.  

Moreover, understanding art as production before consumption will not divorce a work of art 

from the socio-historical relations in which it resides.  A work of art is not an isolated artifact 

anymore than a human being is an isolated individual.  Art is produced within a social nexus; it 

is an engagement with the real world, even if it oft-times is presented in an alienating form. 

 For Williams, then, beginning art theory at the point of production is to focus on art as a 

social practice rather than an art object.24  “Of course,” writes Williams, “it is at once argued 

that the work of art is an object: that various works have survived from the past, particular 

sculptures, particular paintings, particular buildings, and these are objects.  This is of course 

true… [but] what we permanently have are not objects but notations.”25  These art objects cannot 

be isolated from social production as if they fell from the sky or were created by someone who 

just popped into existence and thus never had to interrelate with and reflect on the socio-

historical world. 

 Focusing on art as a social practice means that “[t]he relationship between the making of 

a work of art and its reception is always active, and subject to conventions, which in themselves 

are forms of (changing) social organization and relationships, and this is radically different from 
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the production and consumption of an object.”26  Such an examination of art should be patently 

obvious if we begin from the claim that art is as social and historical as the artists responsible for 

its production.  As Marx wrote in the Grundrisse: “is Achilles possible with powder and lead?  

Or the Iliad with the printing press, not to mention the printing machine?  Do not the song and 

the saga and the muse necessarily come to an end with the printer’s bar, hence do not the 

necessary conditions of [this type of] epic poetry vanish?”27  Works of literature and art are 

produced within a definite history and society and are thus “subject to conventions” of 

“(changing) social organization and relationships.” 

 Questions about the political worth of a work of art, then, should not proceed from the 

bourgeois position where the production process is obscured.  Rather, one should be examining 

the social practice of art, the work of art’s production in a social nexus, and the art work’s 

engagement with the history of this practice:  

we should look not for the components of a product but for the 
conditions of a practice.  When we find ourselves looking at a particular 
work, or group of works, often realizing, as we do so, their essential 
community as well as their irreducible individuality, we should find 
ourselves attending first to the reality of their practice and the conditions 
of the practice as it was then executed.  And from this I think we ask 
essentially different questions.28 

  
 This is not to say that we should not look at the components of a work of art.  Examining 

a work’s components or message is still important since, as indicated by the Marx quote dealing 

with the dialectical relationship between production and consumption, art is also consumed.  

What we should be doing, though, is beginning with an examination of the productive questions 

surrounding art which is, as aforementioned, social production.  Questions of meaning in this 

regard are, indeed, often harder to answer in that there are no simple rules that will tell us, in 

every single case, what art is progressive politically and what art is retrograde.  Williams admits 
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that although “we have no built-in procedure of the kind which is indicated by the fixed character 

of an object… what we are actively seeking is the true practice which has been alienated to an 

object, and the true conditions of practice––whether as literary conventions or as social 

relationships––which have been alienated to components or to mere background.”29  

 I want to recall, at this point, Mao’s beginning question of whose art and for whom.  This 

question, I believe, is a political question that––unlike the crude activist question of consumeable 

messages––is one that comes from an engagement with art as social practice.  Perhaps utilizing 

this question in relation to concrete works of art will illuminate Williams’ theory discussed 

above. 

 The Palestinian anti-colonial struggle has produced thousands of documentaries.  I have 

watched many documentaries produced by North American or European activists and activist-

oriented filmmakers that, although doing a good job raising awareness about Israel’s apartheid, 

have been extremely didactic.  Not that there isn’t a place for didacticism, but these works are, 

by-and-large, sloganeering documents that produce the same images and spoonfeed people 

political lectures.  I want to counterpose the cliched political documentary in this sense to 

Palestinian filmmaker Raed Al-Helou’s film Hopefully For The Best. 

 Hopefully For The Best is an experimental film that foucses on interviews of everyday 

life with Palestinians in Ramallah.  These subjects rarely talk about occupation, but the 

occupation and apartheid is an ominous spectre that haunts the entire film.  This film is not 

didactic, focusing instead on day-to-day social life instead of political slogans. 

 Certain activist acquaintances of mine, after viewing Al-Helou’s film, decided they didn’t 

like it because it failed to provide an adequate description of the Palestinian situation.  The 

filmmaker, however, was not a priveleged activist who had access to documenatry teams.  
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Moreover, he was not entering Palestinian society as an observer.  Rather, he was a politically 

engaged Palestinian who was not only representing a facet of his social reality but was creating 

art under oppressive circumstances. 

 Whose art and for whom?  Privileged activists have access to venues where their works 

on Palestine can be shown over and over.  Al-Helou, however, does not possess this privilege.  

Moreover, making art in his context is a political act in itself: part of colonialism, as Fanon has 

taught us, is the crushing of the colonized’s cultural practices and, thus, the ability of the 

colonized to develop literature, art, etc.30  To produce art in a context where the production 

process of everything cultural is straight-jacketed by the colonizer should remind us of Mao’s 

aforementioned claim: “the bourgeoisie always shuts out proletarian literature and art, however 

great their artistic merit.”
31

 

 We can also compare Al-Helou’s artistic practice to that of Yael Bartana, the Israeli 

filmmaker who I criticized earlier for engaging in the aestheticization of politics.  Even if 

Bartana was politically progressive, and was committed to the end of the colonization of 

Palestine, the preeminent question of production––who’s art and for whom?––would still raise 

important questions.  As someone in a position of privelege she has much more access to 

galleries than someone like Al-Helou.  Moreover, filmmakers like Raed Al-Helou are often 

given a margin of access by people like Bartana who, being the good liberals they are, 

congratulate themselves on their generosity of spirit for saving the art of the poor native artist.  

(Interestingly enough, I saw Hopefully For The Best at a film festival where an Israeli artist 

actually told my Palestinian partner, who was criticizing the festival’s uncritical and colonial 

practice, that she was only speaking because of the generosity of her Israeli host.)32  

                                                
30 see the chapter “On National Culture” in Fanon’s The Wretched of the Earth that deals with this issue. 
31Mao, p. 275. 
32 The festival was Voices Forward  2006.  The criticisms levelled at this festival for being a liberal-colonial space–
–where those connected to Israeli colonialism patted themselves on the back for showing Palestinian artists––created 
a controversy at the showings, thus bringing to the fore the question of who’s art and for whom... 



 Another example that might illustrate the correct way of engaging with politics in terms 

of a work of art is the writing of the Kenyan novelist Ngugi wa Thiong’o.  More specifically, I 

want to compare two novels by Ngugi: Petals of Blood and Devil On The Cross.  The former 

novel was written in English in the late 1970s and represents a lovely example of high English 

literature at that time.  Petals of Blood engages with the Western canon through intertexuality, 

and its form is representative of the non-linear and academic style that was breaking from 

formalized narrative convention at the time.  At the same time, this novel demonstrates a very 

thorough historical materialist, marxist understanding of Kenyan society; it is filled with 

theoretically astute analyses of class struggle and revolutionary proclamations.  If Mao’s 

relationship between the artistic and political dimensions was merely mathematical rather than 

dialectical than Petals of Blood would be the best example of this relational unity.  Not only was 

its artistic form critically regarded as meeting the "proper" standards of literature, its political 

content was also radical. 

 But Ngugi himself was unsatisfied with the supposed high point in Kenyan literature that 

Petals of Blood was supposed to represent.  Since it was written in English it could only be read 

by a small percentage of Kenyans, predominantly petty-bourgeois intellectuals.  Furthermore, it 

was written in a form that communicated with the social context of Europe rather than Africa: its 

allusions were European, its methodology came from a history of European literature.  The 

production of Petals of Blood, even if translated into one of Kenyan’s national languages, 

remained divorced from the social context of Kenya.  Although Ngugi desired to reflect the 

struggles of the peasants and workers in his country, these peasants and workers could not read 

the novels he was writing. 

 Therefore, when he was detained in prison for his political work, Ngugi began to write 

Devil On The Cross in the language of his childhood and on toilet paper.  The production process 



of this novel was difficult, and not simply because of his writing materials: “the biggest problem, 

then, and what I think is the biggest problem facing the growth and development of the African 

novel, is finding the appropriate ‘fiction language’, that is with fiction itself taken as a form of 

language, with which to effectively communicate with one’s targetted audiences: that is, in my 

case, with the people I left behind.”33  Ngugi had to invent the Kenyan novel, a literature that at 

that time possessed very few examples. 

 The reception to Devil On The Cross was phenomenal.  Where previously the peasants 

and workers had not read Ngugi’s apparently radical literature, this book was immediately read 

by a large portion of the Kenyan population.  It was translated immediately into other Kenyan 

languages.  It was read out loud in bars for those who were illiterate.  The novel became part of 

social practice; its production was one of political engagement. 

 

V - politicizing art 

 Placing political emphasis on the social practice of art rather than the art object raises the 

real political questions.  For instance: who owns the galleries, music industry, theatres, and 

publishers?  What work is considered the most profitable?  Why is it that people from oppressed 

populations are placed against one another for grant competition?  How is it that those who own 

the means of art production are, in North America, predominately white and yet, at the same 

time, myths are fostered that non-white artists have all the art benefits?  And it is from these 

questions that, I believe, we can begin to understand Benjamin’s claim about politicizing art. 

 The claim about politicizing aesthetics, in connection with a definition of art as 

production, means that the social practice of art needs to be politicized.  Instead of relegating 

                                                
33 Ngugi, Decolonizing the Mind, p. 75.  In this book of essays Ngugi not only relays the story of the social 
process behind the writing of Devil On The Cross, he also discusses the importance for the colonized to write in 
their national languages, the production process that affects literature and art in a colonial society, and the social 
practice of art in terms of national struggle. 



politics to the aesthetic level––as fascists, according to Benjamin, are wont to do––we should be 

politicizing the social act of art itself.  Here I want to return to Mao’s claim about simultaneously 

popularizing and raising the standards of art discussed earlier. 

 Understanding the social context of artistic practice in China that had a very recent 

history of semi-colonial domination, Mao notes the complexities of the history of art production: 

In fact the literary and artistic works of the past are not a source but a 
stream; they were created by our predecessors and the foreigners out of 
the literary and artistic materials they found in the life of the people in 
their time and place.  We must take over all the fine things in our literary 
and artistic heritage, critically assimilate whatever is beneficial, and use 
them as examples… But taking over legacies and using them as examples 
must never replace our own creative work; nothing can do that.  
Uncritical transplantation or copying from the ancients and foreigners is 
the most sterile and harmful dogmatism in literature and art.34 

  
Beginning, therefore, with a recognition of the social embeddedness of the production of art, 

Mao states that “China’s revolutionary writers and artists… must go among the masses… go to 

the only source, the broadest and richest source, in order to observe, experience, study and 

analyse all the different kinds of people, all the classes, all the masses, all the vivid patterns of 

life and struggle, all the raw materials of literature and art.  Only then can they proceed to 

creative work.”35  

 Going among the people, though, is not simply a call to be voyeuristic of the popular 

masses.  As stated earlier and at the outset of this section, Mao’s position is that revolutionizing 

art practice means popularizing art for those whom art has been made innaccessible.  In a class 

society the appreciation and practice of art is, like post-secondary education, not accessible to 

everyone.  Here it is important to recall the aforementioned example of Ngugi wa Thiong’o and 

how his English novels could not be appreciated by those groups of people with whom he was 

preeminently concerned.  Those who can afford the education, who possess a certain amount of 

                                                
34 Mao, p. 265. 
35 ibid., p. 265-266. 



cultural privilege, are those who have been trained to appreciate and practice art.  In North 

American society, art perhaps has been further alienated by the commodifying effects of what 

the Frankfurt School called the culture industry, and so popularizing art in this context remains 

vitally important. 

 Recognizing that art practice and appreciation is, in a class society, the privelege of 

specialists, Mao indicates that the artists who politicize their artistic practice by going amongst 

the masses must do so in order “that their specialties do not become ‘ivory towers’, detached 

from the masses and reality and devoid of content or life.”36  And it is here that the emphasis is 

put on art as a social practice of popularization: 

We should esteem the specialists for they are very valuable to our cause.  
But we should tell them that no revolutionary writer or artist can do 
meaningful work unless he is closely linked with the masses, gives 
expression to their thoughts and feelings and serves them as a loyal 
spokesman.  Only by speaking for the masses can he educate them and 
only by being their pupil can he be their teacher.37 

  
 Politicizing the very practice of art is more important, for Mao, than politicizing the 

content of art.  After all, one could produce a big-budget movie that is extremely revolutionary 

but, if one does so by exploiting every worker involved in order to make a significant profit, the 

very act of making the movie is retrograde.  Furthermore, complex works of art that are not 

easily digesteable are only so because people have not been educated to digest them.  Popular 

culture, after all, sometimes consists of the most facile and didactic entertainment and so the vast 

majority of people have been trained to consume formula and cliche. 

 In order to illustrate the problem between complex art and simple entertainment 

experienced by those without access to art education, Mao discusses two pieces of Chinese 

music from the 3rd century B.C: Spring Snow and Song of the Rustic Poor.  Although the former 

song was, according to music critics, the more musically complex and sophisticated, only a few 

                                                
36 ibid., p. 269. 
37 ibid. 



dozen people––the artistic specialists––would sing it together in public.  When the latter song 

was sung publicly, however, thousands of people would join in.  Mao does not doubt that Spring 

Snow was the superior piece aesthetically but, using this historical analogy as an example, he 

writes: “[y]our work may be as good as ‘The Spring Snow’, but if for the time being it caters 

only to a few and the masses are singing the ‘Song of the Rustic Poor’, you will get nowhere by 

simply scolding them instead of trying to raise their level.”38  

 Instead of taking the crude position that all art should be simplified and turned into songs 

of the rustic poor, as perhaps the vulgar activist might desire, Mao’s emphasis is on an art 

practice where artists will bring the people to the art and the art to the people so that songs of the 

rustic poor are transformed into spring snow.  One should be fighting the institutions that prevent 

art accessibility instead of demanding that all art be turned into a political commodity, even if the 

consumeable content is progressive. 

 In Marxism and Literature, Raymond Williams writes, “what is theoretically most 

interesting in Mao’s argument… is an emphasis on the transformation of social relations between 

[artists] and the people… Mao’s alternative theoretical and practical emphasis is on integration: 

not only the integration of [artists] into popular life, but a move beyond the idea of the specialist 

[artist] to new kinds of popular, including collaborative, writing.  The complexities of practice 

are again severe, but at least theoretically, this is the germ of a radical restatement.”39  

 Finally, for Mao, revolutionizing the practice of art also means struggling against art that 

is fascist and reactionary.  If art is to be politicized at the point of production, then the logical 

upshot would be for political artists to combat art and art practices that are reactionary.  Mao 

even claims that revolutionary artists should be “destroying” creative moods that are “feudal, 

bourgeois, petty-bourgeois, liberalistic, individualist, nihilist, art-for-art’s sake, aristocratic, 

                                                
38 ibid., p. 270. 
39 Williams, Marxism and Literature, p. 203. 



decadent or pessimistic.”40  And it is this point that will be, perhaps, the most controversial since 

it raises the spectre of artistic purges practiced by the Soviet Revisionists. 

 I would like to point out, though, that this final point of Mao’s––the combatative one––

should not be neglected because of the history of unfreedom levelled against artists.  First of all, 

Mao’s analysis is, as Williams had pointed out, different from previous orthodox marxist 

accounts of art: the question of fighting against reactionary art is one that should happen within a 

context where the political practice of art itself is being revolutionized.  Secondly, if we 

understand that the political question is primarily one of social practice––as has been indicated in 

this paper so far––then the combatting of reactionary art is primarily one of combatting the class-

ridden material context of art production; it is a combatting that proceeds from the question 

who’s art and for whom?  It is not about trying to figure out the qualifications that allow or 

disallow a given work of art from having a proper political message. 

 Indeed, even if we understand Mao’s final claim as connected to a notion of 

revolutionizing the production process of art, there will still be those who, believing in liberal 

ideology, will raise the banner of bourgeois democracy when it comes to art.  But these are 

people who believe that it is “democratic” to limit the accessibility of art and would prefer that, 

along with everything else in capitalist society, the owners of the means of artistic production 

remain in power over those who control, produce, and engage with artistic production.

                                                
40 Mao, p. 281. 
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