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Ten years ago, at the height of the frenzy about ‘young British art’, few dared whisper the words ‘art’ and ‘politics’ in the same sentence. It was not that work by Tracey Emin, Sarah Lucas, Richard Billingham and the Chapman brothers was apolitical; it was steeped in the fractious climate that Thatcherism had created, and feasted with relish upon the crude words and acts of the festering social sump that the artists rubbed shoulders with in the pubs of Hoxton. Emin chose to act as if she was not a product of higher education but still an abused and mewling teenager; Lucas, tongue firmly in cheek, scrawled all the synonyms for ‘penis’ she could think of in a towering column; Billingham photographed his drunken and violent family for the delectation of middle-class art goers; and the Chapmans attempted to wind up liberal opinion with various fascistic visions of war and torture as entertainment. But the idea that art could have some social or political effect (rather than being a comfortable wallow in degradation) was considered so absurd that it was beyond criticism. 

Now the British art scene is transformed. Artists increasingly make mild political statements, seek to engage communities normally excluded from the gallery, and propose modest improvements for the social fabric. There are a number of forces behind this dramatic shift. The previous significant movement, “Young British Art”, was a creature of the government under John Major that responded to apparently endless conservative rule, and its accompanying cultural backwardness, with displays of flagrant cynicism. The new Labour government, which demanded that art should help heal the social wounds left from the previous regime, helped to changed the scene rapidly. State funds for the arts grew but were tied to performance targets to improve the social diversity of audiences; money flowed to those projects that had discernible potential for education and outreach. At the same time, Labour’s sustained exhortation to Britain’s inhabitants to be modern and creative, in stark contrast to the Conservatives’ “Victorian values” and “invincible suburbs”, transformed the background for art. Set against Tory backwardness and philistinism, the vulgar leer of Young British Art had seemed fitting and funny; against New Labour’s (at first) glossy modernity and enthusiasm, it lost its old foil.

Today’s artists court political significance more and more. An artist who exemplifies this trend is Jeremy Deller, who won the Turner Prize in 2004. Deller works with a wide variety of groups to co-produce social manifestations as works of art. For example, he persuaded a brass band to play acid house music, has documented British folk culture, and staged a parade in San Sebastian that celebrated the diversity and connection of various marginalised social groups. Most famously in 2001 Deller organised the restaging of the Battle of Orgreave — the decisive breaking by the police of the long miners’ strike of 1984 — by miners and battle-re-enactment enthusiasts. This was well received, and has lived on in a film of the reenactment by Mike Figgis that was screened on television for the 20th anniversary of the strike.


Jeremy Deller and Mike Figgis, Battle at Orgreave (2002)  

Since 2000, several Turner Prize winners and runners-up, including Tomoko Takahashi, Isaac Julien and Liam Gillick, have won through work with political and social inflections. In 2004, Ben Langlands and Nikki Bell entered a video game in which players could roam around an empty rendition of one of Osama Bin Laden’s hideouts. In 2005, the winner Simon Starling showed a number of works that bore a wistful, Heath Robinson-like ecological tinge; for instance, having crossed a desert on an electric bike, he showed the bike and a watercolour of a cactus he had painted using the engine’s waste-product, water. Tate would be the first to point out that the Prize is not a way to track the museum’s policy towards British art. Yet, since its shortlisted artists are picked by a different jury of art-world insiders each year, it does reflect the preoccupations of curators and critics.
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Ben Langlands and Nikki Bell, The House of Osama Bin Laden: Interior of Bomb Shelter (2004) 

© Langlands and Bell
Two of the four entries shortlisted for this year’s Turner Prize, which will be announced on Monday, examine overtly political issues. Mark Titchner uses video, poster design and sculptural assemblages to highlight the rhetoric and physical apparatus of political and religious belief. Phil Collins is known for his video works which focus on narratives and performances of specific groups of people, and their retelling by the media – such as his film of Palestinian youths exhausting themselves for the camera in an eight-hour pop dance-athon, or his footage of Colombian Morrissey fans giving plaintive renderings of Smiths’ songs in heavy accents. For this year’s Turner Prize, Collins is entering a work of his originally commissioned for the 2005 Istanbul Biennial which is a set of people explaining to camera how their lives have been ruined by appearing on reality TV. Much of his work shows how people, often willing victims, are exploited by the media (including the artist himself), and how that exploitation and manipulation can produce political meaning. While plenty of young British artists exploited the media to gain notoriety (often by trampling on the tender spots as Jake and Dinos Chapman did with their sexualized child mannequins), a younger generation examines the processes by which the media operate, while at the same time producing works at once exploitative and voyeuristic themselves.  
Contemporary Art in Europe over the past 15 years or so rarely exhibited the vulgar starkness of Young British Art. Instead, some of its elements (particularly photography by Thomas Struth, Thomas Ruff and Andreas Gursky, which made spectacular comment on current architectural and media environments) were both politically sophisticated and commercially successful, a combination virtually unknown in British art of the 1990s. Compared, also, to the YBA period, which was generally self-satisfied and provincial, the current UK art scene is now much more open to global influence. This is partly to do with flow of artistic traffic. On the one hand, many foreign artists have settled in London - now unquestionably Europe’s leading centre for contemporary art - and show their work in exhibitions (such the Turner Prize) once reserved for the British-born. On the other, many British artists, finding London rents prohibitive and enjoying the strength of sterling, have moved abroad, particularly to Berlin.

And one of the main European trends to affect British art has been a tendancy to create work that engages with ideas of social interaction. French curator and theorist Nicholas Bourriaud, who ran the influential programme of contemporary art at the Palais de Tokyo in Paris, established a name for this art: “relational aesthetics”. For Bourriaud, the social rifts caused by capitalism, particularly the division of labour, can be moderated by art that, in its own modest, micro-utopian way, encourages people to interact playfully both with it and each other. An example of this is Tomoko Takahashi’s 2005 exhibition at the Serpentine Gallery. The installation was created entirely from objects donated by the public and then dismantled as people were given the opportunity to take anything they liked away with them. In the process, people were exposed to unfamiliar economic and social relations. Bourriaud’s idea of a socially active art is, in a sense, close to New Labour’s vision of creative and productive activity softening class distinction – of chavs and toffs becoming united in their awe at the government-sponsored culture of excellence.
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Tomoko Takahashi, My Play-station at Serpentine 2005 (2005) © Serpentine Gallery

The proliferation of the biennial - large-scale assemblages of international art which collectively often gives an impression of a global culture that is growing and communicating - has provided a powerful spur for the production of explicitly political art. One has only to look at this year’s Liverpool Biennial, for example: Chen Chieh-jen shows an extraordinary film in which Taiwanese dockers stage for the camera what they failed to do in reality—block the passage of the Neptune Jade, a ship loaded by strike-breakers during the Liverpool dockers’ strike. 
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Chen Chieh-jen, The Route (2006) © Tate
Since September 11 2001 art shown at biennials has often taken a harder turn, particularly against the strident pro-war orthodoxy of the US media. Artists have tended to side with the liberals. This is partly because many US conservatives have been hostile to the very idea of contemporary art that they consider obscene, sacrilegious and socially corrosive. But also because they tend to be less overtly attached to the benefits of cultural mixing that the biennials, and the art world as a whole, have set out to celebrate. 
While British art has become more politicised, there are distinct limits to its politics. Margaret Thatcher set out to transform the arts by the withdrawal of public subsidy, throwing arts organisations at the mercy of big corporations. That successful strategy produced business-friendly art and for a long time banished most political work. Labour added to that still-healthy strand a state-sponsored project to connect with those untouched by art, in a civilising, semi-colonial policy of bringing culture to the benighted. The neo-liberal ideals of free trade and benign cultural mixing to which Labour hold are threatened by violent conflict — by invasion and occupation, and by those whose objections to assimilation are so great that (surpassing words or art) they reach for bombs. About this, the most urgent political issue of our time, the mildly political artists raised under Labour have so far had little to say.
