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Introduction
On Tuesday, October 20, 2020, the Committee on Cultural Affairs, Libraries and International Intergroup Relations, chaired by Council Member Jimmy Van Bramer, will conduct an oversight hearing on Black Lives Matter, Anti-racism, Structural Racism and the Arts. This will be the Committee’s first hearing focused on this topic. The Committee has held hearings on the broader topic area of diversity, most recently with the September 17, 2019 oversight hearing on Diversity in Cultural Institutions and The New York City Department of Cultural Affairs (DCLA) Workforce Demographics Pilot Study: Findings, Results, and Next Steps. Witnesses invited to testify at today’s hearing include representatives from DCLA, advocacy groups, borough arts councils, various arts and cultural organizations, institutions and foundations, artists and other interested stakeholders. 
Background 
The United States has a long history of racial inequity and discrimination against Black, Indigenous and People of Color (BIPOC).[footnoteRef:1] Efforts to confront such discrimination and inequality in the past, for example during the Civil Rights movement, have historically been reflected in art and cultural works of the time,[footnoteRef:2] and art has always been on the forefront of social movements.[footnoteRef:3] In fact, art and culture practices are among the most impactful ways to “effect social change, explore racial and ethnic representations and reflect a community’s history and identity, and provide an opportunity to engage diverse audiences in transformational learning.”[footnoteRef:4] [1:  See, e.g., Ibram X. Kendi, A History of Race and Racism in America, in 24 Chapters (Feb. 22, 2017), available at  https://www.nytimes.com/2017/02/22/books/review/a-history-of-race-and-racism-in-america-in-24-chapters.html; Aaron Ross Coleman, Black Bodies are Still Treated as  Expendable, Vox (June 5, 2020), available at https://www.vox.com/2020/6/5/21277938/ahmaud-arbery-george-floyd-breonna-taylor-covid. ]  [2:  See ArtNet News, (June 2020) How Have Artists Shaped Previous Protest Movements? 7 Historians on How the Past Can Help Us Understand the Present available at https://news.artnet.com/art-world/art-and-protest-historian-response-1882494 ]  [3:  See, e.g, Devin Gannon, Gracie Mansion’s largest art exhibition explores social justice and inclusion, 6SQFT (Feb. 25, 2020), available at https://www.6sqft.com/gracie-mansions-largest-art-exhibition-explores-social-justice-and-inclusion/.]  [4:  See, e.g.,Californians for the Arts, Anti-Racism Resources (last visited Oct. 15, 2020), available at https://www.californiansforthearts.org/anti-racism-resources. ] 

In recent months, there has been a nationwide reckoning with the reality that racism, including systemic racism, still permeate our society. In May 2020, widespread protests ensued after George Floyd, a Black man, was killed by police officers in Minneapolis, Minnesota.[footnoteRef:5] Mr. Floyd’s death closely followed the killings of Ahmaud Arbery in Georgia and Breonna Taylor in Kentucky.[footnoteRef:6] These tragedies sparked a national conversation about anti-racism, including the role that structures and institutions have played in perpetuating racism.[footnoteRef:7] The protests, and the conversations that have followed, built upon the Black Lives Matter (BLM) movement, which began in 2013 after the acquittal of Trayvon Martin’s killer. An estimated 15 to 26 million people participated in the 2020 BLM protests in the United States in summer 2020 alone,[footnoteRef:8] making BLM one of the largest movements in U.S. history.[footnoteRef:9]  [5:  See Washington Post staff: Ongoing Series: George Floyd’s America, WASHINGTON POST (Oct. 12, 2020), available at https://www.washingtonpost.com/nation/2020/10/12/george-floyd-america/.]  [6:  Do Something Editors, Black Lives Taken, George Floyd, Breonna Taylor and Ahmaud Arbery (last visited October 10, 2020), available at 
https://www.dosomething.org/us/articles/black-lives-taken. ]  [7:  See Justin Wordland, America’s Long Overdue Awakening to Systemic Racism (Jun. 11, 2020), available at https://time.com/5851855/systemic-racism-america/; Amy Harmon and Audra D. S. Burch, White Americans Say They Are Waking Up to Racism. What Will It Add Up To?, New York Times (Jun. 22, 2020), available at  https://www.nytimes.com/2020/06/22/us/racism-white-americans.html. ]  [8:  See ABC Eyewitness News, Hundreds protest for a 2nd day in NYC following indictment in Breonna Taylor case (Sept. 24, 2020), available at https://abc7ny.com/wanton-endangerment-breonna-taylor-what-happened-nyc-riots-today-protests/6526264/. ]  [9:  See, e.g., By Larry Buchanan, Quoctrung Bui and Jugal K. Patel, Black Lives Matter May Be the Largest Movement in U.S. History, NEW YORK TIMES (Jul. 3, 2020), available at https://www.nytimes.com/interactive/2020/07/03/us/george-floyd-protests-crowd-size.html. ] 

While the stated mission of BLM is “to eradicate white supremacy and build local power to intervene in violence inflicted on Black communities by the state and vigilantes,”[footnoteRef:10] the conversations that the movement has sparked extend to racism in all forms, in all levels of society, including New York City’s (NYC) art and cultural community.[footnoteRef:11] The movement has led the community to question issues such as the lack of diversity in leadership within cultural institutions,[footnoteRef:12] a lack of equity and access to those leadership roles within the cultural community[footnoteRef:13] and a lack of representation within the art exhibits themselves.[footnoteRef:14]  [10:  See About: Black Lives Matter, October 19, 2020, available at https://blacklivesmatter.com/about/ ]  [11:  See Xime Izquierdo Ugaz, US Museum Workers Band Together to Demand a More Inclusive, Fair Future
(Aug. 14, 2020), available at https://remezcla.com/features/culture/museum-groups-demanding-change-details/; Margaret Carrigan, Art world workers join protests against injustice in New York—and aim to change racist systems in the culture sphere, THE ART NEWSPAPER (Jun. 9, 2020), available at http://www.theartnewspaper.com/news/art-world-protests-new-york ]  [12:  Latest Art Museum Staff Demographic Survey Shows Increases in African American Curators and Women in Leadership Roles (Jan. 28, 2019), available at https://mellon.org/news-blog/articles/latest-art-museum-staff-demographic-survey-shows-increases-african-american-curators-and-women-leadership-roles/]  [13:  Artists in 18 Major US Museums Are 85% White and 87% Male, Study Says (Jun. 3, 2019), available at https://hyperallergic.com/501999/artists-in-18-major-us-museums-are-85-white-and-87-male-study-says/.]  [14:  Black artists want representation (beyond slavery) in the Met, National Gallery (May 5, 2019), available at https://www.usatoday.com/story/news/nation/2019/05/05/black-artists-african-american-art-museums-galleries-collections-painting/3483422002/.] 

Efforts of the NYC Arts and Cultural Community to Address Racism
Structural racism can be defined as the “blind interactions between institutions, policies and practices that inevitably perpetuate barriers to opportunities and racial disparities,”[footnoteRef:15] and it thus exists in everything from the lack of diversity in museum staff[footnoteRef:16] to a potential lack of art education options in the BIPOC communities.[footnoteRef:17] The City has, for several years, attempted to address a lack of diversity in its arts and cultural institutions. For example, DCLA conducted major studies on promoting diversity in 2016[footnoteRef:18] and 2019.[footnoteRef:19] Yet, the message from the community in recent months has been clear: the City and the arts and cultural sector as a whole are not doing enough.[footnoteRef:20] The renewed dialogue around these issues has highlighted that it is not sufficient to merely discuss racism, but rather our institutions must be anti-racist and proactively combat structural racism.[footnoteRef:21] Research has shown that engaging with the arts helps cultivate empathy, think critically about complex issues and create space to listen to one another more deeply and compassionately,[footnoteRef:22] and so the art and cultural sector can serve to help the city at large in confronting and challenging racism.[footnoteRef:23] The phrase “Black Lives Matter” has become a call to action in the city’s art and cultural community.[footnoteRef:24] Over the past several months these institutions have made various attempts to support BLM and address racial inequity in the arts. [15:  Grantmakers in the Arts, Structural Racism (last visited Oct. 15, 2020), available at https://www.giarts.org/article/structural-racism; See also Cambridge Dictionary, Institutionalized Racism (last visited Oct. 15, 2020), available at https://dictionary.cambridge.org/us/dictionary/english/institutionalized-racism.  ]  [16:  Gabrielle Leung, It’s Time for Art Museums To Address Their Racist Histories, HypeBeast (Sept 17, 2020), available at https://hypebeast.com/2020/9/art-museums-steps-to-address-racism-exclusive-interviews. ]  [17:  Sara Cascone, New York City’s 2021 Budget Slashes Already Modest Funding for Public-School Arts Education by 70 Percent, ArtNet (Jul. 1, 2020), available at https://news.artnet.com/art-world/nyc-slashes-art-education-budget-1891325. ]  [18:  Roger Schonfeld and Liam Sweeney, Diversity Survey of the New York City Department of Cultural Affairs Grantees (January 28, 2016), Ithaka S+R, https://sr.ithaka.org/publications/diversity-in-the-new-york-city-department-of-cultural-affairs-community/; Pogrebin, New York Arts Organizations Lack the Diversity of Their City, NEW YORK TIMES (Jan. 28, 2016), available at https://www.nytimes.com/2016/01/29/arts/new-york-arts-organizations-lack-the-diversity-of-their-city.html.]  [19:  SMU DataArts, New York City Department of Cultural Affairs Workforce Demographics Pilot Study Results (July 2019), available at https://www1.nyc.gov/assets/dcla/downloads/pdf/NYC%20DCLA%20Full%202018%20WfD%20Report%207-24-19.pdf; Julia Jacobs, New York Knows Its Arts Organizations Have a Diversity Problem. Now What? (Jul. 29, 2019), available at https://www.nytimes.com/2019/07/29/arts/design/diversity-new-york-culture.html.]  [20:  See Xime Izquierdo Ugaz, US Museum Workers Band Together to Demand a More Inclusive, Fair Future
(Aug. 14, 2020), available at https://remezcla.com/features/culture/museum-groups-demanding-change-details/; Gabrielle Leung, It’s Time for Art Museums To Address Their Racist Histories, HypeBeast (Sept 17, 2020), available at https://hypebeast.com/2020/9/art-museums-steps-to-address-racism-exclusive-interviews.]  [21:  See, e.g., Helen Holmes, BIPOC Theater-Makers Call for a Fundamental Restructuring of Broadway When It Reopens (Jul. 15, 2020), available at https://observer.com/2020/07/bipoc-theater-we-see-you-broadway-statement-on-diversity/. ]  [22:  See, e.g., Brian Kisida and Daniel H. Bowan, New Evidence of the Benefit of Arts Education, BROOKINGS (Feb. 12, 2019), available at https://www.brookings.edu/blog/brown-center-chalkboard/2019/02/12/new-evidence-of-the-benefits-of-arts-education/. ]  [23:  See Melena Ryzik, Wesley Morris, Mekado Murphy, Reggie Ugwu, Pierre-Antoine Louis, Salamishah Tillet and Siddhartha Mitter, Art That Confronts and Challenges Racism: Start Here, New York Times (Jun. 4, 2020), available at https://www.nytimes.com/2020/06/04/arts/racism-writings-books-movies.html. ]  [24:  See Robin Pogrebin and Julia Jacobs Robin, Floyd Case Forces Arts Groups to Enter the Fray (Jun. 7, 2020), available at https://www.nytimes.com/2020/06/07/arts/museums-theaters-protests.html.] 

An early measure of support for BLM protesters arrived in the form of the Open Your Lobby initiative.[footnoteRef:25] Participating cultural organizations began posting on their Twitter feeds that demonstrators were, with social distancing guidelines in place, welcome to access restrooms, charge cellphones, receive first aid and PPE, and refill water bottles in various locations around the city that included MoMA, PS1 and The Public Theater. [footnoteRef:26]  [25:  Collier Sutter, Major NYC cultural institutions are providing safe spaces for protestors, TIMEOUT (Jun. 5, 2020) available at https://www.timeout.com/newyork/news/major-nyc-cultural-institutions-are-providing-safe-spaces-forprotestors-060520.]  [26:  Id.] 

The City itself engaged in a show of solidarity with the giant two-block long yellow-lettered Black Lives Matter street sign painting on 16th Street north of Lafayette Square in Washington, DC, by replicating the sign and stenciling the words “Black Lives Matter” in front of Trump Tower on Fifth Avenue.[footnoteRef:27] Artists joined forces with the City’s Public Design Commission to create a more in-depth interpretation of the BLM symbols, rendering street paintings at Foley Square in Lower Manhattan and in Harlem on Adam Clayton Powell Boulevard between 125th and 127th streets.[footnoteRef:28] These “community-driven murals” employed African symbols to convey the concepts of “royalty, unity and legacy” alongside visual interpretations of the “faces of the mothers who have lost their children in police killings.”[footnoteRef:29] There are now street murals in eight locations around the city, in addition to other street art dedicated to BLM.[footnoteRef:30]  [27:  City of New York, Mayor de Blasio Announces Street Painting to Commemorate the Black Lives Matter Movement (Jun. 12, 2020), available at https://www1.nyc.gov/office-of-the-mayor/news/422-20/mayor-de-blasio-street-painting-commemorate-black-lives-matter-movement.]  [28:  Jacobs, Julia, The ‘Black Lives Matter” Street Art Mural that Contains Multitudes (Jul. 16, 2020), available at https://www.nytimes.com/2020/07/16/arts/design/black-lives-matter-murals-new-york.html. ]  [29:  Id.]  [30:  Ben Yakas, See Drone Footage Of All Eight Black Lives Matter Murals In NYC (Aug. 3, 2020), available at https://gothamist.com/arts-entertainment/see-drone-footage-all-eight-black-lives-matter-murals-nyc; Devin Gannon, See the ‘Black Lives Matter’ murals popping up on streets across New York City (Jul. 10, 2020), available at https://www.6sqft.com/see-the-black-lives-matter-murals-popping-up-on-streets-across-new-york-city/.  ] 

To amplify the concerns highlighted by the BLM movement, many of the city’s cultural institutions entered into virtual dialogues about the impact of systemic racial inequities within their own community. Several groups have formed organically, including, for example, the daily Culture@3 group call including leaders from several NYC cultural groups,[footnoteRef:31] and individual institutions have formed “anti-racism working groups” to consider next steps.[footnoteRef:32]  [31:  See, e.g., Robin Pogrebin and Michawel Paulson, The Daily Call that 200 Arts Groups Hope Will Help Them Survive N.Y. TIMES, (May 12, 2020), available at https://www.nytimes.com/2020/05/12/arts/coronavirus-new-york-.culture.html]  [32:  Id.] 

While some organizations have sought to “redevelop their conception of their collection and audit their institutions as a whole,”[footnoteRef:33] other attempts have been denounced as little more than quickly posted or tokenistic “we must do more” statements on cultural websites, with some offerings being met with outright skepticism, and described as “gestures that felt both aggrandizing and too little, too late.”[footnoteRef:34] Specifically, the Metropolitan Museum of Art was criticized for “its apparent silence on the issue of ongoing protests around the world,” and the Whitney Museum of American Art cancelled its Collective Actions: Artist Interventions In a Time of Change exhibition when it came under fire for exploiting the artists in the collection.[footnoteRef:35]Thus despite these efforts, and despite the conversations and acknowledgement about the role of systemic racism, many of the responses thus far have not addressed that issue directly. The deep divide between powerful cultural institutions, the artists of color whose work those institutions seek to exhibit, and the presence of structural barriers that result in further inequity will require reevaluation and bold ideas for a meaningful path forward, and thus, the conversation and response to address these issues must continue. [33:  Elisa Shoenberger, What does it mean to decolonize a museum?, MUSEUMNEXT (Sep. 18, 2020), available at https://www.museumnext.com/article/what-does-it-mean-to-decolonize-a-museum/.  ]  [34:  Holland Cotter, Museums are Finally Taking a Stand, But Can They Find Their Footing?, NEW YORK TIMES (Jun. 11, 2020), available at https://www.nytimes.com/2020/06/11/arts/design/museums-protests-race-smithsonian.html]  [35: ] 



CONCLUSION
At today’s oversight hearing, the Committee seeks to learn more about what DCLA is doing to support efforts to combat structural racism and support the BLM movement, as well as to learn more about how cultural institutions in NYC are providing a space for continued growth and learning. The Committee expects to receive an update on DCLA’s work to promote equity and equality within the arts. Finally, the Committee also aims to learn more about ways in which the city’s art and cultural institutions have worked to empower communities in recognition of the BLM movement, and how the Council can support their efforts. 
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