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The New Progressive Theater
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cep into 2006 and looking toward midterm
clecuons, progressives know whats ar srake,
but with a wave of apathy and hclplessness
rolled over our great population, how can we liberate the
American cultural censcicnce away from messages of
injustice,
The road ahead of us is long,

intolerance,  social and  power-grabbing
purpetuated by the Right?
but not necessarily arduous. All revolutions have harnessed
a cultural volice; a vibrant artistic voice can not only energize
and cxeire, but communicate the ideas of the struggle as
well, Itis vital to our movement to renew American’s $ense
of pride in and need for publicly-owned infrastructure,
physical as well as culrural, and we must sct out now to
define what the cultural infrastructure will be,

Whar better medium o twrn to for help and
pertnership than the inherenty grassroots and democratic
expression of live theater?

et us turn for inspiraton to 2005, when we culogized
two great artdsts and progressive minds.  The passing of
Orssic Davis and Arthur Miller left volds in the hearrs and
minds of theater ardsis and progressives around  the
country.  These two men, for half a century or more,
expressed the conscience of our nation  through their
writings and deeds — always questioning socicty’s morals,
cthics, and actions while striving for 2 berier world,  Mr.
Miller and Mr. Davis provoked generations of artists and
progressives alike through the synergy of their timeless
works of drama and their profound activism. And, ke all
great men, they were culogized extensively but bricfly in the
media, and then prompdy forgotten. Let us as progressives
and theater artists not forget these two grear men, bur
-rather reflect upon their lives as examples to help us come
together, and lock for strategies to grow a new progressive
thearer,

There exists 2 whole new generation of theater artises
creating art that tells a good stoty and cexpresses a
progressive message. These artists need a fresh source of
funding independent of stifling government or corporate
donations. At this divisive, intolerant tme, the progressive
movement should find the resources 10 come toguecher with
young theater practitioners to reinvigorate the theater as a
vehicle of social and political change and use the power of
arts education to encourage an active, well-informed, and
critically minded vouth. Together we can address both of
our needs, We can give the Lefr the cultural voice it
desperately needs while giving artists the progressive voice
and funding that has diminished as of late. Through a well-

By Laniel Oraowael

planned campaign thar includes funding small theaters,
encouraging theater education in and out of schools, and
involving working-class communiues in live performances,
we can engage a gencration of cducared, anaiytical citizens
who can affect change to socicty and ultimatcly popular
mass media and cuiture to better reflect our ideclogy.

Progress and Public Spaces

Tn taking control of the culrural expression of America,
the Right distorrs the beneficial concept of “publicly
funded,” the oft heard
owned”  or  “government

owned” or fpublicly into

“government funded.”
Government in their eves is not “by the people, for the
people,” but s its own bloated enrity existing solely for sclf-
The fist half of the 20th century, by

contrast, saw a growth in the need for public works and

prescryvation,

culture, There was a collectve belief that publicly owned
infrastructure, both physical and intangible, was bencficial
toy the health and growrh of the economy and the general
population. Roads, subways, and cleetrical grids were built
with government funds.  Schools, muscums, and theaters

were buile and financed by local and state governments,

“And the alrwaves were designated as a public commodity to

be Deensed by the government — the public — to private
broadeasters. Infrastructure ts built and publicly maintained
for the commen good and this axiom has been accepted for
decades, allowing developed socictics 1o eradicate discases,
advance technology, and grow throughout the world. We
recognize that government in its role as administraror of
collective needs should provide for basic scrvices, like
sanitation, watcer, scwers, education thar allow us ro have a
preductive and growing society.

But, as we provide for the physical growth of our
soclety do we not aiso have an obligation 1o provide for the
continued mental and cultural growth as well? How can we
remain competitive in the global ¢conomy withour the
ability to create and discover? And docs this not require a
commitmenr to educating our youth not just through
schools, but through establishing the infrastructure o
support creativity both artistically and scientifically through
muscums, theaters, and rescarch that encourage the public
ownership of art and 1deas?

With the degradation of support for truly creative
public works, television, and the privately owned companies
that dominate most of the programming, has {illed the ga
TV 15 the perfect method of maintaining a conservatve
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ideology among a populace. The Right tends o prefer
voters who reccive onlv the porton of the truth which
supports their view, and they crave a population thar s
unable to critically analyze all possible angles o a given
issuc in an open and collective forum,  Television is, by
nature, a passive and anti-activist medium,  People sit in
small groups, generally defined by a homogenous tfamily
unit, to watch and absorb all the information that comes off
the screen. {If vou've ever seen a 3-vear-old watch the TV,
vou'll understand just how passive a mediom it can b)),
There 1s generally very little active discussion and there is no
interactdon required with othier people during or afwer the
program. We can turn off the TV and blindly accept
whatever information has reached our eyes and cars; it

15 casy to believe what those good-looking anchors

on FOX News are telling us.

That kind of pussivity 15 cxactly the
response the Righbt requires to press its
faith-based initiatives — not religious
faith per se, but faieth thar the
information buing filtered via Fox
News and the White Housce is true

and wnersing.  Television is the
pertect reflection of what the Right
wants  the power  structure  of
America 10 look Lke — a small group
of executives determining
programnung thar will be seen by
millions of people across the country
withour recourse to aftect change.
Conuary to how the Conservative
movenent uses culture, the progressive
movement valucs a free and oven exchange
of ideas, in-depth discussion of issues, and
deep personal and community activism  to
belicts. Wi

tundamentally different medium to express our

COMMUNICate  irs require  a
concerns and ideas, a medium that brings people
together to discuss ideas and expetience  different
viewpoints.  As luck would have i, the grassroots,
democratie, and creative values that progressives hold so
dear are absolurely fundamental to the theater.

The progressive movement has the resources to
encourage audience growth and the free expression of ideas
through politeal and social statements within the theater
community, Before real chaoge can begin, progressives
have o realize that the rise of television and the Rights
championing of decreased funding of all forms of public
culrural infrastructure has crippled the once solid bastion of
left-wing acovism in early 20th cenrure theater. The slow
erosion of the NEA and public funding for the arts has left
the community more reliant on corporaie and private
doners, who are usually upper-middle class and white,

Media

Feeling the Corporate Crunch

This vear, Signature Theater in New York announced
onc of the Jargest sponsorships of a non-profic theater by
a corporaton, ACH, Time Warner is underwriting the entire
season in an ctiort by Sgnature 1o reduce tcker prices.
The theater’s effort 1o defrav costs is admirable, bur comes
wirh an untormmate side effect.
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As our ares institutions becomemore indebted 1o these
sources of funding, their programming siowly changes to
reflect those corporate values upon which they now rely.
The beaury of public arts funding in the *60s and ‘70s was
thar theaters -and ardsts were guaranteed a large portion of
their operatng costs from year o vear,  Theyv were
cssentially public entitics owned by the very taxpavers who
supported them. Artists were frec to explore a multitude of
ditferent views withour worryving that rheir work might be
at odds with a particular agenda. Theater companies could,
m offect, operate withour concern for deket yevenues as
60%6-T0% of their funding came from public funds.

Now, with the climination of most public funding,
major arts Institutions can no longer ignore ticker revenuc

and operate in the red with the safery net of public support.

Fyen museums, those commumty gems, are fecling the
pinch. The Metropolitan Muscum of art recently raised its
suggested” entrance fee to S20, making ic very difficult for
a middle class familv of four to afford the 580 required to
sce some of the most beautiful picces of art ever created.
Likewise, the only options theaters have for showing
positive revenue streams to thelr corporate rask masters is
to sell tickets ar exorhirant prices, or cut pay and bencfits of
the arosrs and staffs at the theaters,

In addition to secking out corporate donations, theaters
must seck larger private gifts. Unforrunately, the individual
donors able to give the large sums of moncy a theater
requires to operate age generally very wealthy and very
white, Whar is most worrisome to progressives and artists
is that with the shift o corporate and clite private funding
tor the arts, regional theaters, museums, public television
and radio arc moving to more conservative programming;
artists playing it zafe to avoid controversy and keep funding,

New York has recendy scen the New York Theatre

Workshop hullabaloo over My Newe ir Radel Cornie
which tells Rachels story of working and dving in
the Isracli occupied West Bank, The Workshop

received many concerncd phone calls from s
upper class and corporate donors and
pulled the show: another casualty in

the ares funding wars.  In another
example, Portland Center Stage
three vears ago made a boid choice
to bring a sociallv controversial
but well-presenred production of
The Merchant of Venice from a
theater  in

small Flungary,

Controversy  cnsucd  and  the
following  vear  the  theater’
programming was mach more staid,
conservatve, and above all risk-free.
This is the wend towards a “marker-
based™” programming thar we must
change to create in the long run a sociery
that values its artistic volce and returns
public moncy o the arts,
Since the real-dollar peak ot NEA and
public funding of the ares in 1992 (the actual
peak as a percentage of GIDP was in 1970), the
arts community has been fighung over maintaining
a hmited picee of the shrnking money, instead of
trying to alter public perception of government
funding and the plice of the arts within a stable
community. In the plans {or the redevelopment of Lowcer
Manhattan a performing arts center had originally been
deemed vital to the rebuilding.  But those plans were
recently sidelined in order 1o complere the over-budget

memorial.  The Right haz so thoroughly removed anv
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community pride in the arts and so completely eviscerared
public funding that we must begin by changing perceptons
before we can expect to receive government funding again.

Now is the perfect time for the theater to turn away
from the government and look to the broader progressive
movement for goidance and partnership. Groups like
ACORN  and the large unions like 1199/SEIL,
UNITE/HERE, and CWA have begun to bring the
progressive movement back to a grassroors level Ivs fime
for the arts community to look to that grassreots model by
directing its resources away from fighting over limited
government funding sources to toster new grassroots and
alternate sources of income,  Some groups are already
experimenting with this type of funding on a limited scale.
Equality Now and the Natonal Immigration Forum have
already commissioned pieces by monologist Sarah Jones of
Bridge and Trmiel. A new alliance that combines member-
run grassroots organizations and unions with the young,
under-funded and stll vibrant thearer communiny can be
mutually beneficial to all parties,

Why Theater?

Why are we talking about thearer inswead of all the
other arts? Theater 1s the most grassroots, democratic, and
commurity-based art form. Ie reguices real people coming
tegether face to face in small groups, some as collaborators
to create and perform the art, and others as an audience to
wartch, respond, and crntique the performance.  Theater
artists and producers constantly bemoan the death of
thearer. “Itis just blue-hairs, no voung people ever come to

?

the shows, theater is dyving.” Bur thearer bas always existed
and will continue to exist. From reciung oral histories and
stories about the hunt around the campfire to the Greek
tragedics and comedies to the Passion Plays in the rown
square to Shakespeare to the Pringe Lesuvals to the Spoken
Word, theater has always allowed us 1o express ovursclves to
our family, triends, and neighbors. Itis about our need to
come rogether as a community and rell and re-tell our
storics, It takes nothing more than a ale, a group of
performers, and an audience o make theater happen. A
nine-year-oid telling a ghost storv on a camping trip is just
as much theater as the Broadway stage. And, thearer is sull
vibranr all around the world. When restrictions were lifted
after the fal) of rhe Taliban in Afghanistan, The Narional
Theater was one of rhe first cultural insdrutions revived.
The outpouring of theater, art, and culture at the recent
World Soctal Forums in Brazil and Venezucla was inspiring,
From anti-globalization movements to union organizing
drives to grassroots community direct actions, guerrilla
theater 15 the norm, rather than the exception.

Yer, despite this burgeoning activity, the perception 1s

(X}

thar in the Unired States the “theater is dving” complaint is

Media

valid — we do not demand cnough from our permanent,
professional theater companies, so the work remains stale.
Only old white people come to the “thearre””  Both the
theater community and the progressive movement can take
responsibility for this sorry state of atfairs,  Instead of
building and developing this latent are form that exists in a
raw form in the streets, we've focused on matntaining an
clire-funded tower of “Culture.”” Instead of opening up the
doors of our great theaters to new and vouthfu! work that
the young can enjoy, we have allowed them to hecome
engrossed in the most passive form of culture — television.

Theater is grassroots and community based.  The

message in a piece of theater can be targered to exacty the

these sources of funding,
their programming slowly
changes to reflect those
corporate values upon
which they now rely. The
beauty of public arts
funding in the ‘60s and
‘70s was that theaters
and artists were
guaranteed a large
portion of their operating
costs from year to year.

audience vou have.  Unlike television, which must be
programmed for millions of people at a time, a play can be
This is

exactly what grassroots organizing camipaigns arc abour,
y { £ ¢ L2

old dircetly o a specific group or commumity.

talking to individual people, making them feel necessary,
and ralking with them about the whole story.

Progressive and populist movements for social justice
and political change ate based on face-ro-face interacdons,
harnessing anger and moving people 1o action.  As anv
organizer knows, we can best affect a person when
breaching the same air as her, when we let them affect us as



well, This is the core of the grassroots philosophy and it is
exactly this visceral experience that drives the theater, This
need for personal face-to-face interactions s precisely what
keeps the Internet and left-wing talk shows from achieving
a significant enough cultural contribution.  [vis difficult o
True, the
blogosphere has exploded recently, and has become a

read tone of volce in an email or on a blog

powcrful tool on both the Leit and the Righe, bur blogs can
only rcact to art and culture. They cannot create and they
do not on their own have the power o get people out of
their houses and  active.
theater

Attending, producing, and
performing in helps nurture and - develop
interpersonal, change-making skills, making 1t viral that
progressive organizations commit to developing theater
zmong the constinencies we arce trying to reach. Thearer 15
sutfering in America right now because it is influenced by
television and orher mass media, and it s too expensive for
the young and working class to attend. Our goal must be to
bring the youth of America mnto the theaters. Because
wherever youth is, popular cultute follows.

As a practical matter, theater is 2 perfect medium for the
progressive movement because it is cost-cffective, local and
can quickly respond 1o changing times. The development
process is short and Inexpensive compared to mula
million—dollar films and television programs. And, perhaps
most importantly to our purposes, theater has the benefit of
many small companies throughour rhe country that are not
yet reliant on corporate Amcerica, many of which are not
just made up of the usual homogenous starving arst tpes,
but young, dynamic companics with a diverse range of
races, cthiicites and cven languages. These are the
companics the progressive movement must actively court,
fund, and ulomately thrust nto mainstream consclousness,

A New Vision

Qur approach to tunding the New Progressive Theater
is wvery simple.  The progressive movement, threugh
organizations such as SEIU and UNITE/HERE, member-
based organizadons like ACORN and grassroots structurc
like the Working Families Party should start funding small
and energetic theater companies throughour the country.
Collecuvely, these large organizations have the resources to
reduce theater’s reliance on corporate and wealthy privare
donors and creare the cultural volce of the movement by
rebuillding an infrastructure that encourages wrirers,
directors, and producers 1o develop works about social
justice. An amount as ingignificant as $1000 can start the
development of a piece of political or social drama through
a playwright’s commuission, which could include time spent
with the union’s or organization’s membership to listen to
cheir individual stories — perhaps incorporating those storics
into the play.

companies remain
independent of the
underwriting
organizations, the
groups can continue to
seek additional funding
from private donors,
especially left-leaning
donors who would not
have otherwise
considered giving to a
small theater company.

350,000 1o 3100,000 can fund 2 small theater company
in New York for an entire year ro develop and produce that
play, and half that amount can fund a small company in «
even more important place like St Lows or Wichita. The
underwriting of a production would include the stipulaton
that the unions or organizaton’s members could sce the
production with a free or deeply discounred ticket. In New
York alone, 1199/SEILs membership would allow for a
sold-out run at a Broadway housc for THIRTY wecks! This
is a huge and untapped audicnce base for which any theater
mall and widely rraveled, works that are developed in one
city can casily move to another ciny where funding is in
place. We put forth a vision of a Progressive theater circuit
for the nwenry-firse cenrory, A body of work and 2 group of
artists funded and encouraged by rhe Left, producing plays
and musicals about social change and economic justice for
an incredibly under-served audience.

In rewurn for ¥he funding, rhe theater troupes will give
back to the organizations in a variery of wavs,  [Mrst, we
must bring a now gencration of artists into the community
by sponsoring a dvnamic theater cducation.  The
Guggenheim Foundagon recentdy released a study that
suggested that arts education improves liveracy skills. Arrs
education is abour creaving a new gencration that will have
the skills for analvtic, evaluauve, and critical thinking — if
American vouth grow knowing how to interprer a play or a
painting, theyre better prepared o look critically ar CLA
[ntellizence and White House spin.
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With a theater program starting in clementary school,
companies can cncourage children to write and perform
plavs about subjecrs that interest them — not just skits by
dead white men {no offense 1o Mr. Miller). Allowing hip-
hop, rap, and urban and mult-lingual sensibilities o
pervade the work that they do, kids will connect creativity
to their own lives and experiences. The real value of a
theater education lies in letting every child feel her voice is
valid and deserves to be heard, an cmpowering feeiing
they’'ll carrv with them into adultheod. 1f vou go 1o sec a
performance at the 32nd Street Project in New York Ciry
vou will see a group of kids who never thought much of
themselves or rheir lives come alive with a sparkle and
vitality when they get up in front of an audience. Yet, too
many of these projects are struggling to keep their funding
By investing in these programs, we have the opportunity 1o
shape a new generaton of confident acuvists who speak for
rthemselves and demand whate they believe is right, Wouldn't
it be nice to have a group of voung adults engaged In
programs that cncourage tolerance, cducation, and
cconomic justice instead of watching people eat live
maggots for & million dollars?

Sceond, 1t time to make a concerted effore to pick up
and continue the work of Moc Foner and Orssic Davis, who,
in collaboration with 1199/SEIU New York, Ruby Dee,
Pete Sceger and Shart Lewis, led Satarday morning
children's workshops and involved rank and file members in
inspiring theatrical productions {sce Foner’s book, Not For
Bread Alonc). Funding can be set aside o bring theater

&
troupes within union membership. Two or three months a

companics into the union halls and buld performing

year, mcmbers and their children can gather on the
woeckends, and under the guidance of young theater
professionals, write and produce thelr own storics, Its a fun
and simple way to generate 2 sense of pride within the
membership while building a sensc of camaraderic in onc’s
own community. Again, we're not talking about traditional
staid theater here, Performances that incorporae spoken
word, hip-hop, and multiple Janguages in many cases can
(and should!) be pari of the new standard here.

Third, community organizations and labor unions
desperately necd cultaral life to invigorate theit work, \We
need union halls and organizatonal offices not meruly to be
drab places of business, social service delivery, or, best case
scenario, alse offer up a beer or two. We want cur union
halls, community buildings and nc¢ighborhood centers 1o be
dynamic places where people wanr to com; nor just
because they received three “turnout”™ calls, but because iris
alse a place where they can tind their voice, learn some skalls
and have a great time. Most good leadership development
or campaign ideas are not hatched in a formal setting, but
because smart, dynamic people are gathered together. We
need these pgatherings more {requendy and our offices

Labor View

N

should overflow with ereatvity, verve, and vitality,

Finally, organizers should tap into the skills of the
artists they fund. Most directors and actors have extensive
training in public speaking, camera work, and writing. They
are also amazing students of human behavior and
soctalizing, Artlsts can help coach members and organizers
on how to write and deliver a moving specch, how to speak
into; a camera or at a debate, and how to get people to stop
and listen.  Let the arusts, rather than “communications
professionals”™ or consulrants, share communication skills
with an often under-cducared membership.  It's a
relationship that has never really been explored, but should
be.

This proposal is by no means a shore-term, quick
results acion. The theater community in America has been,
in many ways, stripped of its sense of social worth,  But
the theater was once, and can, with the help and partnership
of the progressive movement, be a medium of ideas and
change. It will rake some time 1o reinvigorate the
community. [t will take time for the spirit of vouth and the
heroism of the rank and file to scep into the theater In non-
traditional forms. The progressive movement js in a
pesition now to regroup and think long-range, and the
artists are poised and ready o 2o,

All it requires is a little paticncee, a lirtde money, and a lot
of vision.

Daissel Grdower is a lightng desigaer based it New York asd a
mrgmber of Upited Svenic Ariists Local 829 of LATSE. He cau be
reached at danicl@ordower.com.  Jff Ordower is the Midweit
Repivital - Direcior for ACORN  and e be reached  af

Jieldrdomi@acorn.org.




