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Art and Culture as a Catalyst for Political and Social Change  

My name is Sheila Lewandowski, Founder and Director of The Chocolate Factory Theater, a 

nonprofit award-winning performing arts venue in Long Island City, Queens. I thank you, 

Chairman Van Bramer and the Committee for this opportunity to submit testimony on Art & 

Culture as a Catalyst for Political and Social Change. 

I believe in freedom of expression and speech and believe that artists - when allowed to truly 

pursue creative goals without expectation of commercial success - are the best examples of such 

freedoms. I believe that it is important to protect and support such opportunities for artists since 

it is through their creations that we get/society gets a true reflection of progress, regressions, 

suppression, celebratory human experiences - all that is good, bad and possible. 

 

That is political and can help drive change. 

Of course I believe that artists should be paid - I just believe they need to be able to create 

without penalization that might censor or restrict or constrict their desired messaging. 

I am grateful for the hearing and the opportunity to submit testimony but a fear remains and that 

is …in recognizing the power of Art & Culture as a catalyst for change there are those who will 

seek to control it. 

I was just in Cairo and met with artists and arts groups. They shared that arts organizations and 

studios were raided when the military seized control of the government again recently. Work was 

destroyed & artists were abused/imprisoned... just enough to get a message across. The message 

was to remember who was in charge. 

That is political. 

I was in Mexico last week and surrounded by images of Frida Kahlo & Diego Rivera. And, we 

know what Rockefeller did to Rivera's mural. 

That was political. 

I had a conversation recently with a few people from South Africa and they spoke of the music 

of Sixto Rodriguez from Detroit and how important it was in the apartheid movement for them 

and many young people like them.  They were unaware that the artist was in America until after 

the music influenced them. And, he was unaware of the influence of his music on them until 

years into giving up on his music (that he returned to).  

There is the story of Vladmir Mayakovsky a Russian poet, writer and artist who was a darling of 

Stalin's creating beautiful propaganda for the Communist movement. He fell out of favor with 
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Stalin when (after the Communists seized power) he continued to challenge thinking and refused 

to just propagandize.  He had an extended vacation to Siberia and had his travel restricted.  

Of course there are the Guerrila Girls, there was Silence=Death, works of art like Angels in 

America, and much more. 

Art is powerful and I look forward to much more that challenges my thinking and life 

experience. That is fulfilling. That is political and social. 

The setting of the hearing itself is one of encouraging free speech and expression.  

Quotes & references -  

"Art consistently toys with notions of power, whether to comment on the horrors of war, as 

evidenced in the work of artists such as Richard Serra (Season 1) as well as other Art21 artists 

including Nancy Spero,Alfredo Jaar, and Jenny Holzer (all Season 4), or to pay homage to 

powerful figures, as reflected in more traditional forms such as monuments, presidential 

portraits, and religious imagery. On the other hand, art can also serve the controversial function 

of propaganda, looking back upon court painters like Jacques-Louis David and Diego 

Velasquez to today’s Venice Biennale positioning contemporary artists as nation builders." 

http://blog.art21.org/2009/01/21/art-and-politics-an-introduction/#.VyjmDD_InIo 

 

The art field is a space of wild contradiction and phenomenal exploitation. It is a place of power 

mongering, speculation, financial engineering, and massive and crooked manipulation. But it is 

also a site of commonality, movement, energy, and desire. In its best iterations it is a terrific 

cosmopolitan arena populated by mobile shock workers, itinerant salesmen of self, tech whiz 

kids, budget tricksters, supersonic translators, PhD interns, and other digital vagrants and day 

laborers. It’s hard-wired, thin-skinned, plastic-fantastic. A potential commonplace where 

competition is ruthless and solidarity remains the only foreign expression. Peopled with 

charming scumbags, bully-kings, almost-beauty-queens. It’s HDMI, CMYK, LGBT. Pretentious, 

flirtatious, mesmerizing." 

http://www.e-flux.com/journal/politics-of-art-contemporary-art-and-the-transition-to-post-

democracy/ 

& a real good read -  
“Perhaps it is only through arts criticism and its absolute belief in art’s imaginative ground that 

we will be able to combat an ever-growing lack of faith in art’s autonomy and power. We will 

never be able to restore our embattled cultural life—reverse the budget cuts, undo the 

increasingly utilitarian and mechanistic arguments that are made on behalf of the arts—if we do 

not restore art’s freestanding value as a value worth fighting for. 

I am not arguing for the ivory tower. It is beyond dispute that art and the people who make art 

affect us in a great many ways. Even as we acknowledge the excellence of the artist and the art, 

we may find it difficult to listen to a singer who had a booming career during the Third Reich, or 

http://www.pbs.org/art21/artists/serra/index.html
http://www.pbs.org/art21/series/seasonone/index.html
http://www.pbs.org/art21/artists/spero/index.html
http://www.pbs.org/art21/artists/jaar/index.html
http://www.pbs.org/art21/artists/holzer/index.html
http://www.pbs.org/art21/series/seasonfour/index.html
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Jacques-Louis_David
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Diego_Vel%C3%A1zquez
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Diego_Vel%C3%A1zquez
http://www.labiennale.org/en/
http://blog.art21.org/2009/01/21/art-and-politics-an-introduction/#.VyjmDD_InIo
http://www.e-flux.com/journal/politics-of-art-contemporary-art-and-the-transition-to-post-democracy/
http://www.e-flux.com/journal/politics-of-art-contemporary-art-and-the-transition-to-post-democracy/
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watch a movie as racist as Birth of a Nation, or listen to passages as anti-Semitic as some in 

the St. John Passion and The Merchant of Venice. And we may especially cherish an artist whose 

life and opinions and art seem to comprise an admirable whole, an example for many being 

George Eliot, who not only produced Middlemarch but was also a philo-Semite and a feminist. 

(Although both in her own day and in ours there have been quibbles with her feminism.) There is 

something almost lovable about the case of Nabokov, that most bejeweled and intransigently 

elitist of aesthetes, who never abandoned his father’s proud liberalism and had no use for the 

totalizing programs of the left or the right.” 

https://newrepublic.com/article/118958/liberals-are-killing-art-insisting-its-always-political 

 

https://newrepublic.com/article/118958/liberals-are-killing-art-insisting-its-always-political


NYC Council Hearing on Arts and Culture as a Catalyst for Political and Social Change
Wednesday, May 4, 2016

Brooklyn Museum

George Emilio Sanchez

I want to thank the Chair and all the members of the panel, as well as, all the people who have
come here to share their testimony for such an important call. I wear many hats as a
performance artist in my own right and as a professor who teaches in CUNY but today I am here
as a representative of Emergenyc, a program that aims to explore the intersection of arts and
activism. We’ve been in existence for 9 years and each year we work with a cohort of 18
participants who are passionate about numerous issues tied to equality and justice. But as I only
have three minutes I am going to cut to the chase and piggy back on a point raised by Marta
Vega. And although I know I am speaking to the choir in this room today, I also know we cannot
sing loud enough about arts and culture.

This morning I had a court date in response to a civil disobedience action I took part in as a
professor of CUNY for the “die-in” we enacted in front of Governor Cuomo’s office in
Manhattan. As I sat in the courtroom waiting to be called to stand before the judge, I witnessed a
part of a reality of living in this city, one that many of us can attest to, but to see it with my own
eyes was startling. I saw nothing but young black and brown bodies, both male and female,
come before the judge to answer a slew of charges, but was struck by the significance of whose
bodies were on trial. And then I took a train ride from Manhattan to Brooklyn and when I
entered this museum, I saw the complete opposite. This experience alone points to the critical
situation we find ourselves in even in New York City, the fact that institutional racism is alive
and well, and how we have much work to do. No doubt the work of this panel aims to address
this issue and many other equally disturbing ones, but the point is this. At the risk of sounding
overdramatic, arts and culture is about life and death. I can attest to the fact that if it wasn’t for
arts and culture in my life, I would not be here. And when I see what I witnessed today, when I
face the students in my classroom, when I work with my colleagues in performance projects, or
with my partners in activist circles, it is clear to me how arts and culture are key to nurturing
individuals, relationships in communities, and for kneading the imagination muscle in
developing critical thinking and compassion among us all. In regards to what I witnessed this
morning, the fact of the schools-to-prison pipeline is not some abstract concept but rather
something that is institutionalized and operating at such a brisk pace and the only tools of
intervention we have come from the sources of arts and culture that makes for engaged agency to
transform the inequalities so many of us face daily. We need arts and culture to help with
grounding our citizens and residents in efforts to promote the general welfare of all out city,
while also they are utilized as elements of the restorative justice we desperately need to create
and implement.

I come today with two concrete ideas for this panel to consider. First, we need to create a
Congress of Arts and Culture where every district in New York City will nominate an arts
practitioner (artist or administrator) to represent their election district in a body where the entire
city is represented. I do not wish to add another bureaucratic arm to the city, but rather, I want to
expand and make decision-making bodies more inclusive. No doubt the Department of Cultural



Affairs is needed and is working well, but I offer this idea as a way to see how we can find
alternative legislative bodies to better serve all our communities. Second, I think we should use
the economic model of Participatory Budget, by taking 1 % of a council member’s discretionary
funds, and earmark them specifically for Arts and Culture support. Everyone in this room knows
we will never have the budgets we merit, but we also know that arts and culture spaces, artists
and activists know how to maximize dollars. We are always underfunded and we know how to
maximize dollars.

Arts and Culture saves lives; political and social change saves lives; and we can witness from
Stonewall to Occupy to Black Lives Matter, political and social change makes us a more perfect
union.

P.S. I forgot to mention how I integrate Theater of the Oppressed in all my work. I studied with
Augusto Boal between 1990-1992 through weeklong workshops held at the Brecht Forum.
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REMARKS PREPARED BY NANCY YAO MAASBACH, PRESIDENT, MUSEUM OF 
CHINESE IN AMERICA FOR THE PUBLIC HEARING TITLED “OVERSIGHT: ART 
AND CULTURE AS A CATALYST FOR POLITICAL AND SOCIAL CHANGE” HELD BY 
THE COMMITTEE OF CULTURAL AFFAIRS< LIBRARIES AND INTERNATIONAL 
INTERGROUP RELATIONS AT THE BROOKLYN MUSEUM ON MAY 4, 2016. 
 
Arts and culture colleagues, fellow New Yorkers especially my Queens brother and 
sisters, Chairman “Jimmy” Van Bramer and other members of the New York City 
Council, thank you for your great service to this City and the very real tangible 
differences you are making for museums, parks, libraries to name a few. Thank you 
also for IDNYC. Since joining IDNYC in January 1 this year, MOCA has quadrupled its 
membership. Thank you to Commissioner Tom Finkelpearl for your encouragement, so 
glad to see you after your return. 
 
Art and culture are rooted in EXPRESSION. Expression is art through painting, dance, 
set design, written word, stage. Expression is culture through language, food, dress, 
traditions. 
Expression is a form of sharing, informing, educating, learning. 
 
Expression is delivered from one's perspective, accepted with one's interpretation. 
 
The social and political state of any city needs input. Social and political change require 
participation. But how? 
 
This morning, I spoke with over 100 5th graders at P.S. 124 on Division Street in 
Chinatown. I asked them, how many of your 5th grade Asian American classmates will 
go into arts and culture. Surprisingly, several of them guessed less than 5. 
Unfortunately, the answer is 1. I shared, “less than 1% of your 99 Asian American 
classmates will go into arts and culture. I then asked them, why do you think the number 
is so low? The responses: it is not safe; I am scared to talk in front of a group; I like to 
draw, but I am going to be a doctor; my parents want me to make money; I do not know 
any artists.  
 
Then I asked them how many of you know an adult who is an artist? Not one. Painter? 
Not one. Actor? No hands. Set designer? What is that? Architect? No. Dancer? Not a 
one.  
 
We need models.   
 

The Museum of Chinese in America allows for DISCOVERY. 

DISCOVERY of one’s own identity and heritage 
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DISCOVERY that our paths were made easier by earlier pavers 

DISCOVERY of how a special space fuels reflection, confidence 

DISCOVERY of models who were never celebrated 

DISCOVERY of the strength and humility of Tyrus Wong who transformed Disney 
animation with the innovative creation of Bambi during a time of exclusion in America;  

DISCOVERY of the sacrifice and talent of Poy Gum Lee who was born and raised in 
Chinatown, NY, and designed over 100 buildings in downtown NY with limited fanfare 
and recognition; 

DISCOVERY of the love and passion of New Yorker Ming Cho Lee, renowned 
American set designer who has influenced the American stage like no other and taught 
every theater professional living today; 

DISCOVERY that each journey is a brilliant glass in this American mosaic 

Arts and culture converge in New York City. It is this city’s greatest leverage point. Arts 
and culture allows us to express. Arts and culture allows us to participate. Over 600,000 
Chinese Americans live in New York City over 4,000,000 Chinese in America, 
comprised of 25% of the Asian American population—the largest Asian American group. 
Programs like the IDNYC one have acted as a catalyst for Chinese Americans to visit 
museums, gain experiential learning, develop greater appreciation for arts, challenge 
the allocation of time well spent, a great percentage of which is immigrants or children 
of immigrants. And as a museum that exists as a dialogic museum…one that engages 
and questions the visitors. 

Arts and culture through MOCA allows for the experiential learning for  

Ø an anticipated 50,000 visitors from around the world and right down Canal Street 
Ø provide much-needed professional development to K-12 teachers on topics such 

as the Asian American myth and 
Ø best-in-class internship and volunteer program for over 50 individuals each 

year—internships beget jobs! 
Ø pursue and receive two national expert grants: 

o National Endowment for the Humanities (NEH) for the first NEH Summer 
Institute at MOCA 

o National Historical Publications and Records Commission (NHPRC) to 
allow MOCA’s valuable collection to be accessed by research and 
scholars online 

Art and culture undoubtedly lead to social and political change. 
  
Respectfully submitted, 
Nancy Yao Maasbach 
President, MOCA       
 




















