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ABSTRACT 

 

Suzanne Lacy, Leslie Labowitz-Starus and Sharon Hayes have created public 

performances that respond to the socio-political conditions of their time and place, and 

extend the boundaries of the traditional public sphere to include feminist concerns. In 

their collaborative performance In Mourning and In Rage (1977), Lacy and Labowitz-

Starus utilized the private, feminist practice of consciousness-raising to bring widespread 

visibility to the politics of the female body. Hayes’ works In the Near Future (2007-09) 

and Everything Else Has Failed! Don’t You Think It’s Time for Love? (2007), draw 

attention to issues concerning counterpublics through obliquely referential personal and 

political narratives. These works all mobilize a performing, protesting body whose 

corporeality mediates the audience’s political realizations, past memories and current 

subjecthood.  
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INTRODUCTION 

 

Suzanne Lacy, Leslie Labowitz-Starus and Sharon Hayes have created public 

performances that respond to the socio-political conditions of their time and place, and 

extend the boundaries of the traditional public sphere to include feminist concerns. Lacy 

and Labowitz-Starus, collaborators in the later part of the 1970s, were engaged in issues 

advocated by the Women’s Liberation Movement. In their work, In Mourning and in 

Rage (1977), they utilized the private, feminist practice of consciousness-raising to bring 

widespread visibility to the politics of the female body. This work employed media and 

performance techniques with its didactic message and its theatrical presentation, and 

reinforced the potentiality of feminist public performance to initiate social change. Hayes 

emerged in a contemporary moment that attests to the impact of queer discourses that 

confront social oppressions. Hayes’ works In the Near Future (2007-09) and Everything 

Else Has Failed! Don’t You Think It’s Time for Love? (2007), draw attention to issues 

concerning counterpublics through obliquely referential personal and political narratives 

and the performative language of protest.  

My thesis will consider together two generations of artists in order to identify the 

evolution and continuities in the production of feminist art. I will begin by exploring the 

earlier work of Lacy and Labowitz-Starus, who laid the foundation for the exploration of 

the limits of the public sphere, a project also taken up by Hayes. Fundamental to Hayes’ 

work is the acceptance of multi-constituted audience members, each invested in multiple 

public spheres.  





These public performances by Lacy and Labowitz-Starus and by Hayes initiate a 

distinctive encounter between the audience, the unassuming masses in the city streets, 

and the corporeality of the protesting performer, portraying the role of the demonstrator. I 

will introduce questions of the efficacy of performative protest in Hayes work in 

consideration of the audience, using the language of performance studies. The 

articulation of protesting bodies and their political message will be contrasted against the 

corporeal communication resonant in the spectator/audience. This will be exemplified by 

contrasting Hayes’s equivocal, solitary protest with Lacy and Labowitz’s ritual 

performance that, as a reflection of its time, attempted to create solidarity in the name of 

feminism. By comparing the work of these two decades, I will show the formative role of 

feminist art in affecting social change and the enduring relevance of the corporeality of 

public performance art. 

 





CHAPTER 1 
 

SUZANNE LACY AND LESLIE LABOWITZ, 
IN MOURNING AND IN RAGE (1977) 

 

 Suzanne Lacy and Leslie Labowitz-Starus’s performance In Mourning and in 

Rage (1977) was one in a series of projects focusing on the feminist issue of domestic 

violence. They artists had become concerned with the rising number of rapes in Los 

Angeles and mobilized by the yet unsolved case of the Hillside Strangler murders. They 

constructed a public performance that targeted the media’s sensationalization of 

victimhood and its instillation of fear within the greater female population by creating a 

performance as media spectacle. Nine anonymous, black-costumed women in a mourning 

processional entered the plaza in front of Los Angeles City Hall and stood as a Greek 

Chorus in solidarity with female victims of rape and terror. Representatives from the 

local government pledged support to domestic violence assistance programs. The 

performance also included the song “Fight Back,” written by folk singer Holly Near for 

the occasion, and integrally, the presence of television, radio and newspaper media 

representatives documenting the event. In Mourning and In Rage relied equally on 

theatrical presentation and media didacticism to establish a clear feminist message that 

would reach both an immediate and home audience. 

 Lacy and Labowitz-Starus documented the performance in a few photographs that 

captured key moments and a film that preserved its general construction. These images 

appeared alongside written pieces in mass media and self-authored articles in feminist 

publications. The artists tailored the veracity of their feminist political convictions and 



 

the message about their artistic approach depending on the readership, affiliations and 

circulation of the forum.  

Black and white, and color photographs document the costumed performers 

(Figures 1-4). They capture Suzanne Lacy in black street clothes, Holly Near in a long 

red dress and the politicians speaking into a microphone in front of City Hall and a 

banner that reads “In memory of our sisters women fight back.” The tight framing of 

these photographs emphasizes the action of the speaker, the costumery of the performers, 

and the close proximity between demonstration and the onlookers with little access to the 

urban setting other than the neoclassical architecture of the civic building. 

 The black and white film, also titled In Mourning and In Rage is a selective 

reconstruction of the series of events.1 The film begins with the nine costumed 

performers and Holly Near having their outfits straightened by Lacy as they emerge from 

a hearse. The nine performers enter the plaza where they join a crowd of representatives 

from local government, invited media, and sixty female participants dressed in black day 

clothes. The film cuts to the women participants walking up a hill and costumed 

performers following behind. The next shot is foregrounded by members of the media 

interviewing women participants, though their conversations are indecipherable. 

Afterwards, one-by-one costumed performers approach a microphone set up in front of 

City Hall to declare solidarity. They make statements including, “I am here for the 4,033 

women who have been raped in Los Angeles in the last year” and “I am here for the half 












 

million women who are beaten in their own homes,” to which the crowd chants back the 

slogan written on the banner, “In memory of our sisters, women fight back.” After each 

of the nine calls and response, the costumed performer is wrapped in a red shawl by the 

singer Near, and joins in a line in front of the banner. The film camera then pans and 

captures the roving media and onlookers, the empty municipal park, and the busy city 

street in the distance. After the last of the performers, Near speaks into the microphone, 

“I am here for the rage of all women. I am here for women fighting back.” The film then 

cuts to a long shot taken from the top of a hill. At its base, a circle of the women 

participants hold hands, moving towards the center while repeatedly chanting in unison, 

“Women fight back” until they form a crowd with their fists over their heads. Lastly, as 

the credits run there is an audio track of an interview conducted after the performance. 

The female observer enthusiastically comments, “I felt that it was great, frustrated that 

we didn’t have more women down here.” When asked how she heard about the 

performance, she continued, “I was on my way to City Hall and saw the sign, ‘Women 

fight against violence.’ And I said, Hey, I better get in that line. And turned right around 

and ended up here on the curb over there. This whole thing is great.” There are sounds of 

the city street as the credits finish rolling. 

 The video presents In Mourning and In Rage as theatrical performance art. It 

focused on the actors, their didactic message and observers, sacrificing a faithful and 

comprehensive chronicling of the events to the structure of the live presentation. 

Evidence of Lacy’s statements, Near’s performance, and the politicians’ remarks are 

documented in photographs but do not appear in the video. The video also suppressed the 

interactions among participating constituents. Though the performance was a response to 



 

the Hillside Strangler rapes, this is never explicitly brought up in the film and an 

informed viewer is left wondering whether it had been referenced in Lacy or the 

politicians’ contributions to the performance. Likewise, though the work is a commentary 

on the conditions of gender oppression in Los Angeles, the city itself is barely visible in 

the film. For a performance about the role of media in perpetuating patriarchy by 

hyperbolizing the salacious and gruesome details of the aberrant Hillside Strangler case, 

this theme is never explicitly mentioned in the film, which focuses on female victimhood.  

Instead, the artist’s writings elaborate their intent to design the performance as a 

critique of the media’s inadequacies in rape prevention and education. The artists explain 

that they applied media techniques for the seamless translation of their live performance 

into television footage, fit the requirements of the newspaper fold, and the succinct 

auditory requirement of a radio clip.2 During the performance, Lacy worked with the 

actors to ensure a smooth execution while Labowitz-Starus remained with the press 

directing them toward ideal vantage points and controlling their access to the piece. They 

positioned their actors to create optimal photo opportunities and had them speak simple, 

didactic messages for clear comprehension of the artists’ politics by a mass audience. The 

performance, as the documentary photographs attest, resulted in a public image that 

embodies their feminist politics.3 By coercing the media into adopting the artists’ images, 

“the ironic effect was to transform the media into a de facto critic of its own lack of 

attention to rape.”4 Despite the artists’ confidence in their accomplishments in occupying 










 

mass communication, it remains questionable that their images were recognizable as a 

meta-critique by the home viewer. 

Lacy and Labowitz-Starus had first collaborated on the large-scale series of 

events, Three Weeks in May (1977), a project that exposed the patterns and pervasiveness 

of rape in Los Angeles (Figures 5-10). In this project, the artists learned that women 

were typically raped by men with whom they had pre-existing relationships. Following 

this initial project, In Mourning and In Rage was designed to synthesize the artists’ newly 

attained knowledge about rape and observations of the depiction of its cultural effects by 

the mass media. The artists were incensed by the media’s exploitation of the terror fueled 

by the gruesome, random-victimization of the Hillside Strangler in order to create more 

dynamic television that mislead its viewership about the conditions of abuse (Figure 11). 

Their outrage was tempered by mainstream newspapers.5 In a 1979 article from the Los 

Angeles Times, “The Artist as Activist for Feminist Events” about a similar project, Lacy 

reflected on the role of the media, “I don’t think there’s a conspiracy to create violent 

images; it’s just a matter of economics,” and her responsibility as an artist, “I am 

interested in changing the way people see themselves.”6 The photograph that appeared 

alongside the article presented Lacy with two smiling, female artists, one of which holds 

a baby, that describes them as “women against violence” (Figure 12). The article and 

image feminize and neutralize their empowering work by restricting its discussion to an 

overview, the artist’s comments about the difficulty and validity of artwork, and the 

author’s review of the performance’s shortcomings.  







 

The artist’s writings and images of In Mourning and In Rage also appeared in the 

women’s publications Frontier and Heresies where they had a sympathetic readership 

and political advocates. In these publications the artists accounted for the media’s 

conduct and for the increase in gendered violence as a “backlash against feminism.”7 

They wrote, “Our bodies are manipulated by the patriarchy as a battlefield for the 

diversion of attention away from economic systems which are themselves predicated on 

and preserved by violence.”8 In Heresies, their observations about systemic oppression 

appeared alongside the writing and images of authors and artists in volumes dedicated 

entirely to rape, violence and racism. Feminist publications also served as venues in 

which they could clearly exercise their artistic, authorial voice and intent. Lacy wrote 

about In Mourning and In Rage, “We knew the media would focus on this particular 

statement in the hopes of finding an explanation for the entire performance.”9 By sharing 

their vision and their obstacles with a feminist art audience, the artists shifted the terms of 

analysis in an attempt to redefine a successful artwork into one that had social impact on 

those open to redefining the conditions of the artworld. The work of feminist 

performance artists appeared infrequently in major art journals leaving little room for 

critical exploration of its artistic merit or tradition.10 Rather than wait for recognition, 

Labowitz-Starus contextualized their performance as political, social art in the tradition 

of Kollwitz, Heartfield, Beuys, and the Russian Constructivists.11  












 

In the same year as In Mourning and In Rage, artist Martha Rosler’s wrote in 

Artforum, “Under the circumstances, to call oneself a feminist while also doing work that 

announces itself as feminist is to risk being seen as a tool or a hack doing ‘political 

art.’”12 Rosler’s diagnostic approach and honest assessment of the movement appeared in 

a magazine that did little otherwise to advocate the work of feminist artists. Regardless, 

such publications served as arbiters, tightly managing access and participation in 

discourse. This tenuous relationship furthered critical introspection within the burgeoning 

feminist art scene that simultaneously desired recognition by such institutions and denied 

the capacity of its judges to recognize difference. Lacy and Labowitz-Starus repeatedly 

made clear that they were producing “feminist political art,” which left it open to both 

criticisms identified by Rosler. Their feminist art used “ideology to shape forms 

necessary for changing culture. These forms involve the collective action of many 

women artists and non-artists, working to ‘break the silence’ and create solutions to 

violence.”13 The Hillside Strangler was an occasion around which to mobilize the larger 

social epidemic of rape and the media’s complicity, while advocating a feminist ideology. 

At the beginning of the decade, both Lacy and Labowitz-Starus separately started 

making art informed by feminist politics unintimidated by art world or societal 

prejudices. Labowitz-Starus came to feminism through a general politicization, time 

spent in Europe studying in the tradition of Joseph Beuys, and desire to make art that 

reflected her surrounding culture.14 Lacy began her career in 1970 working with Judy 

Chicago as a graduate student in the Feminist Art program at California State University, 

Fresno, and subsequently moved with her to California Institute of the Arts. Chicago 








 

advocated the use of the feminist practice of consciousness-raising (CR) as a tool to 

discover personal artistic subject matter and form. In sharing their individual experiences 

during CR, women developed solidarity out of their isolation and subordination. They 

validated each other’s art that reflected the social-psychological reality of living in 

patriarchal society.15 Performance was viewed as the ideal medium to give form to such 

experiences because it was untainted by masculinist Modernist history that had long 

prioritized solitary genius. Like CR, performance was an effective tool, in the words of 

Cheri Gaulke, another artist trained under Chicago at the Feminist Art Program, to “make 

private experience public.”16 Gaulke reflected further on this process, “performance was 

a way of exposing the raw material, transforming it, and healing oneself. Much of this 

early work was crude.”17 Chicago noted that “performance can be fueled by rage in a way 

painting and sculpture can’t.”18 This rhetoric exemplifies how the feminists of the time 

saw both CR and performance art as cathartic and visceral. In both CR and performance, 

the individual’s struggle held potential for the healing of the larger group. Likewise, 

performance art was viewed as able to “have taken the invitation to dialogue literally by 

creating CR-like ‘performance structures’ in which others could participate” and could 

heal the observers through participation.19 This was a radical proposition that faced 

resistance because of its expansion of the many parameters of what accounted for 

acceptable art. 

However, in the face of judgment and empowered by feminism, many artists of 

this generation took up performance and exposed their bodies as acts of personal 










 

expression and liberation. They sought a performance art that centered on the shared 

female anatomy to mirror their newly formed consciousness in an attempt to rid their 

bodies of the indicators of oppression. Jill Dolan critiqued this essentialist feminist view 

of the power of the “symbolic reclamation of women’s subjectivity through the body” as 

inescapable from “[bearing] the mark and meaning of their sex, that inscribes them within 

a cultural hierarchy.”20 Dolan cites Hannah Wilke and later works by Leslie Labowitz-

Starus as examples of such practitioners. 

Seemingly already aware of these critiques that arose a decade later, Lacy and 

Labowitz-Starus each made artworks in the early 1970s that were predicated on the 

unification of the female body but were also constructed out of the social constraints tied 

to the physicality of that body. In the performance Menstruation/Wait (Los Angeles, 1971 

and Dusseldorf, 1972), Labowitz-Starus remained in her private studio or public hallway 

at her art school in anticipation of her period and until its arrival (Figure 13). Visitors 

saw the artist reflecting on her experiences and memories of menstruation and her 

ongoing documentation of their reactions. Labowitz-Starus described the American 

audience as “shocked” and the German viewers as “rude.”21 Her project questioned the 

delineation between the feminine, private bodily-experience and the limits of 

performance art as defined within the masculine art school.  















 

In Lacy’s She Who Would Fly (1977) four naked and bloodied women sat silently 

in the rafters of an art gallery until the viewer realized their presence, an experience that 

reflected the emotional psyche of the victims of physical abuse and embodied the shock 

of its iniquitousness (Figures 14-16). Labowitz-Starus’s menstruation marked her 

difference from her art school peers while suggesting that its creative potential was 

implicitly understood by women. Lacy re-marked the victims’ bodies with the material 

remains of their abuse to bring women a mirror image of their own past exploitation and 

implicate all in systemic violence. In these works, Lacy and Labowitz-Starus 

independently arrived at pieces that used the visible body to suggest a universal, female 

biological experience while also expose the structures that reflect society’s expectations 

of the gender to keep her experiences private, and organize around a new consciousness.  

By the late 1970s, in In Mourning and In Rage the artists retained the rhetoric of 

unique female subjectivity, continued to explore the societal conditions of the female 

experience, and incorporated the mobilization of the female body for social change. 

Through performance the artists applied the structure of CR on a larger scale, suggesting 

their firm belief in the capacity of feminist process and art to facilitate mass healing. The 

veiled and unrecognizable performers’ bodies speak for all women when they declare in 

unison, “women fight back.” Solidarity was formed through ritual and at the instruction 

of the artists through a theatrical mouthpiece and affirmed in a chant. In the film 

documentation, the closing interview resolves the cathartic process offering an example 

of the new feminist consciousness. This performance assumes its status as speaking for 

all women, its capacity as a healing agent, and that women will be vindicated. The artists 

commented that the work was developed upon the notion of  “the ‘expanding self’ [as] a 



 

metaphor for the process of moving the boundaries of one’s identity outward to 

encompass other women, groups of women and eventually all people.”22 The expanded 

self suggests a vision of feminist art activism in which the individual’s experience is 

sufficient for the reformation of the entire gender, discounting diversity that informs the 

needs for such change. It also proposes that a community of unified women can be 

created from those participating in a performance or those who watch the television 

rebroadcast, read the newspaper or listen to the radio report about their project. 

Others observed, however, that the CR process was not necessarily an activist 

practice in itself. Radical feminist Kathie Sarachild noted that with the verbalization of 

personal experience and the affirmation of solidarity, “one discovers new necessity for 

action—and new possibilities for it. Finding the solution to a problem takes place through 

theory and action both.”23 Martha Rosler reiterated these concerns of feminist 

performance artists of the time that indulged in narcissism and whose work typically 

halted before becoming agents for change. 24 She wrote, “I question the absolute 

communicative ability of the work in helping people make changes – which is 

presumably…what feminism is about.”25 However, In Mourning and In Rage offered 

more than a CR-informed ritual of healing. It presented a forum for women to speak and 

for those voices to be heard by governmental and media representatives. 

Amelia Jones addresses Dolan’s critique of essentialist feminism and the mark of 

womanhood when she argues that the performativity of body art, “surfaces the 













 

insufficiency and incoherence of the body-as-subject and its inability to deliver itself 

fully (whether to the subject-in-performance her/himself or to the one who engages with 

this body).”26 Jones suggests a more fluid exchange between woman performer and 

unknown viewer since neither has a fixed identity inescapable from multiple social 

markers. Though the woman performers in In Mourning and In Rage speak to woman 

viewers, the artists destabilized the expectation that the resolution of rape will come from 

authority. The performance was structured so that all participants and observers spoke 

audibly and metaphorically to one another in their chanting, choreography, and visual 

unity. 

In Mourning and In Rage was as much a theatrical presentation aestheticizing 

mourning and rage, as it was a cathartic ritual. If the artists enacted a performance to 

facilitate a new feminist consciousness, they also saw their role as image makers: “The 

artist uses her understanding of the power of images to communicate information, 

emotion, and ideology; to critique currently existing images; and to create models for the 

interaction of people with her images in the service of her philosophy.”27  

In Mourning and In Rage was based on funerary customs in order to give a 

platform to those mourning the victims of gender violence. The arrival of the performers 

and the mass of sixty participants in a motorcade marked the emotional journey of putting 

the deceased to rest and signaled the start of the symbolic healing process. The nine 

performers wore conservative black dresses, covering their arms and legs, with tall 

headdresses that featured a square top and a cape that completely covered their faces and 

upper bodies. The artists also cited the yearly Iberian, Roman-Catholic Semana Santa as a 








 

visual reference.28 During Holy Week, in observation of the death of Jesus, participants 

wear a robe with tunic, headdress with a conical top (capirotes), and cloak. This costume 

covers the identity of the wearer and prioritizes collective penitence. The costumes in In 

Mourning and In Rage also referred to Maya Deren’s Meshes of the Afternoon (1943) in 

which a figure, perhaps death, wears a black dress and flowing, waist-length cowl.29 In 

this early piece of Video Art, a death figure stalks a woman until she kills herself. The 

figures in both Lacy and Labowitz-Starus’ performance and Deren’s video wear a 

headdress with a square top that recalls the shape of a casket. In both, the masked figure 

is an ominous presence that warns of potential darkness in the self and others. The 

Semana Santa processional offers a depiction of mourning divorced of victimization and 

in Deren’s film the inevitability of death catches up to the unassuming. 

Like the traditional Greek Chorus, in which the members speak directly to the 

audience about the narrative and context of the performance, Lacy and Labowitz-Starus 

arranged the costumed performers to present visual and auditory unison of grief and rage. 

The performers are thanked in the closing credits of the documentation film and referred 

to as “The Chorus.” For a period in Ancient Greece, theater was the only acceptable 

public forum for women’s personal expression and participation in civic affairs.30 The 

lament featured emotionally heightened acting, often wailing, to dramatize the impact of 

affairs on the psyche. The actors in the ancient chorus moved together in collective 

commentary, uninhibited and answerable only to their will. The Greek Chorus provides 

both theatrical and political precedent for In Mourning and In Rage. The collective 









 

actions of the contemporary performers speak with autonomy and authority in their 

unified presentation, repetitive movements and didactic commentary. Through their 

theatricality, they draw attention away from the customary presentation of the subject 

matter, as promoted by the media, and to the intensity of its implications on women and 

society at large. 

 Writing a decade before the ascendance of feminist and performance art, Michael 

Fried, in Art and Objecthood (1967), critiqued Minimalist sculpture of the time by 

describing it as “theatrical” as it “exposed the conditions of viewing to the spectator who 

received them” and lacked the transcendence found in the pictorial arts.31 In her book 

Social Works, theorist Shannon Jackson contextualizes Fried’s assertions within the 

historic division between sculpture and performance art. Jackson forefronts properties 

inherent in both mediums, temporality and presence.32 She notes that “Fried’s impulse to 

call such techniques ‘theatrical’ had to do with his discomfort with such self-aware forms 

of spectatorship and with the durational experience they produced.”33 She cites Robert 

Morris’ “Notes on Dance,” in which he repositions the beholder from the center looking 

out onto a painting to a contextualization of the viewer among the sculptures in space.34 

This reading of theatricality acknowledges the actual circumstances of the viewership and 

it opens up opportunities to build a bridge between conditions of performances and those 

of the beholder. The visual arts can then be considered within the “fundamental registers 

of theatre”: embodiment, gesture, situated space, re-enactment of an elusive original, 

spectatorship, and referentiality.35  










 

As a live performance, In Mourning and In Rage capitalized on sensational 

presentation with spectacular elements, but also incorporated the conditions of 

viewership. Gesture, text and sound of the costumed performers were purposefully 

heightened and contrasted against the appearance of the mass of sixty women in day 

clothes. The artists built a narrative arc that introduced characters, guided them through 

an emotional journey and concluded with the resolution of change among incorporated 

audiences. The figures moved throughout the stage, reorganizing their presentation while 

sustaining their call for change, all of which was set against the literal backdrop of 

everyday life and politics. Theatricality in this performance, through the various acting 

bodies, gesture, speech, and stage setting, also exposed the real conditions of the social 

life of women.  

Additional constituencies of spectators were choreographed as actors into the 

performance to further this goal. The female participants and government representatives 

were artistic agents and an audience, though already ideological converts. The media 

worked within the performance while documenting it and also facilitating access to home 

news viewers and readers. Lacy and Labowitz-Starus considered both liveness and re-

presentation in mass media form as vital methods of reaching new audiences. The 

performance was scripted and paced to accommodate both venues. The live funeral-

performance also became a mediated press conference. Their dual construction also 

suggests the artist’s subscription to a foundational concept of newscasting, that photo-

documentation retains the truth-value of actions and events. Translating feminist 

performance into news, the piece absorbs political and artistic credibility with the home 

audience.  



 

As both a performance and newscast, the piece solicits new, potential feminist 

audiences. The artists have made clear their intention to convert viewers to such 

ideology, as the participation of multiple constituencies and film documentation attest. 

However, in creating theatrical spectacle and political performance with such an 

explicitly feminist message, they were perhaps also jeopardizing their credibility with 

other potential viewers who antagonistically reject their agitation for social change. 

Undeterred by this risk, the performance fulfills Martha Rosler and Kathie Sarachild 

demands of a feminism of personal reflection and active participation in societal 

constitution. The assertions of Lacy and Labowitz about the relationship between gender, 

society, power, and mass communication, by means of performance art, participate in the 

era’s renegotiation of the public sphere. 

 Jurgen Habermas first defined the public sphere as the arena in which self-

organizing educated individuals, unaffiliated with the state, come together to freely 

discuss issues of public concern. He clarifies that public affairs arise out of mediated 

debates in opposition to ruling structures and not out of the promotion of concerns of 

private individuals. Since the system is tainted by those who both arbitrate and finance 

the public sphere, the media becomes vulnerable to the interests of individuals. This 

results in “violent conflict”36 rather than “the consensus of private individuals engaged in 

public discussion, ”37 sacrificing the “well-being of all citizens.”38  

 Nancy Fraser questions the dominancy of the public sphere as outlined by 

Habermas. She suggests that this definition includes an inherent gender bias and 









 

exclusionary practices that bar the participation of minorities. She implicates the public 

sphere as the “site for the construction of the consent that defines the new, hegemonic 

mode of domination”39 and renames Habermas’ concept, the bourgeois masculinist 

public sphere. She posits the notion of additional, competing public spheres that have 

their own channels of communication. Thus, counterpublics have organized in resistance 

to the domination of this public. They are integral in raising pervasive issues previously 

excluded from discourse that reflect truer common concerns. The competition of voices 

reflecting individual experiences augments the dialogue and does not result in violence 

but in better citizenry. Fraser exemplifies such claim, noting that in the 1970s domestic 

violence had been considered a private issue by the public, but was regarded as a 

common concern by feminists, who aggressively promoted the issue motivated by the 

dire circumstances of their personal experiences, and forced the issue into public 

discourse. 

 The performance In Mourning and in Rage calls out to the women who have been 

prohibited from the bourgeois masculinist public sphere. It acknowledges the 

exclusionary and inflammatory tactics of the media that has disregarded its own role in 

the perpetuation of the conditions of rape and in preventing dialogue about the issue. It 

declares the relevance of rape as an issue of common concern among all women, not just 

those identified by the media as victims, which in the case of the Hillside Strangler were 

prostitutes. Consequently, the piece implicates the greater society in the perpetuation of 

such conditions. In setting the performance at City Hall and including in it government 

representatives who pledged support to rape prevention measures, the piece provides a 







 

model for discussion between citizens and ruling structures.40 Lacy and Labowitz-Starus 

offered a theatrical ritual performance that participated in the greater dialogue of rape 

from the perspective of the counterpublic, the victim, and the rehabilitated. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 





 

CHAPTER 2 

SHARON HAYES, IN THE NEAR FUTURE (2007-09) AND EVERYTHING ELSE 
HAS FAILED! DON’T YOU THINK IT’S TIME FOR LOVE? (2009) 

 

In Sharon Hayes’ performances In the Near Future41 and Everything Else Has 

Failed! Don’t you Think it’s Time for Love?, the artist uses the performative technique of 

address to allow for private issues and emotions in public. In In the Near Future, slogans 

summate an ideology of the political past that prompts reconsideration of that moment 

and the circumstances of the present. In Everything Else has Failed!..., Hayes offers a 

personalized politics and experience that communicate the legacy of such historical 

protest. 

In Everything Else Has Failed!..., Hayes stood alone in the plaza in front of UBS 

bank in mid-town Manhattan during lunchtime over the course of a week (September 17–

21, 2007) and recited a different fictional monologue three times each day, dedicated to 

an unknown “love” about desire during wartime.42 She was situated in a concrete 

courtyard with the tall glass skyscrapers serving as her backdrop. The artist wore business 

clothes in a corporate color palette of black, white and blue that allowed her to blend in 

among her audience comprised primarily of business people on break. She, alone, stood 

behind a microphone with a small speaker at her feet.  

In one of the monologues, the artist layers depictions of love with the impact of 

war on the homebound. At various points throughout her storytelling she moves between 












 

expressions of passion and victimhood that are both a result of desire and politics, and 

can be intertwined, overlapping and inseparable. The artist begins in a firm tone of voice 

citing the obvious facts of her presentation – the date and place – and her emotional 

vulnerability and its physical effects.  

My dear love, my sweet lover. I’m shaking a bit. I’m not sure exactly how to 
begin. To give you a picture of where I am – I am standing on the street on the 
corner of 6th Ave and 51st St. I’m holding a microphone and it’s plugged into 
small amplifier. It’s Wednesday, September 19th. 43 

 

She describes the separation from her lover and the torment of that distance. Speaking to 

an unknown “you,” the audience assumes that she is speaking to an absent person not in 

their company.  

I worry that my letters aren’t getting to you or that yours aren’t getting to me. I 
don’t what’s happening and it’s making me particularly anxious. [long pause] It 
feels like an eternity since we’ve seen each other, since I heard your voice speak 
inside my head. … I was trying to use the war as a measure of time but I got lost. 
I remember that the last phone call, the last phone call was before the US started 
arming Sunni insurgents and it was before Bush said that the US troops would 
stay in Iraq like they stayed in Korea. But you told me that Laura Bush said that 
no one suffers like our president and she suffer. So it was sometimes after that. I 
take heart knowing that your ears can’t be closed. 
 
To the speaker, the war is as much a political cause as a personal one. It provokes 

intellectual commentary, political statements, emotional resonance, and temporal 

markers. Her humanization of Laura and George W. Bush, though possibly ironic, 

suggests a political affiliation, an era of principle discontent, or the universal experiences 

of anguish in both love and war. The narrator conflates the personal and political. The 

past and the present exist simultaneously. 

I thought talking to you like this would make me miss you less but it’s having the 
opposite effect. I’m standing on the street and people are passing in front of me 
and behind me and I look at them and I find traces of you. Like that guy walking 







 

with his eyes cast down like I’ve seen you do when you’re struggling to find the 
precise way to tell me something about your life. Or this one who passes and his 
gaze holds mine like yours did when we first passed each other 14 months ago. 
And this one who just tucked something into his pocket like I’ve seen you doing 
countless times before with those little scraps of paper you used to write down 
important thoughts or to remember newspaper headlines you don’t want to forget. 
I passed one last week that made me think of you: Recruited at 17, Dead at 18. I 
know this might be hard for you to hear situated where you are without daily 
news and when the horror that is happening around you is so big that it seems 
quite small that one 18-year-old boy decided to be a model soldier and then was 
struck down in a war that he convinced his mother to let him fight in. But it’s on 
my mind my love. Along with thoughts of you and last time we saw each other. 
 
At the beginning of this passage Hayes refers to the conditions of her own 

speaking (“talking to you like this”) and in so doing reminds the audience of the 

circumstances of their viewership. Looking around, an audience member could be 

thinking, “to whom is she talking?” She draws attention to those watching and passing 

along by bringing observations into the narrative of the monologue. Her descriptions 

draw connections between strangers, lovers, reality, action, memory, and truth and 

fiction. She goes on to layer travesty of current events and the mortal impact of a nation 

at war. When she finally addresses the circumstances of the lover to provide insight into 

the subject of the address, the audience deduces that the “you” may be deployed in 

combat fighting the war in Iraq. The newspaper headline may be referring to the lover. 

Hayes questions the dichotomy of empirical and intuitive reality, and the relegation of 

public and private concerns into its respective venues. At this point she calls for the 

reconsideration of the identities of the speaker, lover, the politics of war, and the notion 

of truth.  

People always say that in the moment of crisis the path of wisdom is far better 
than the path of emotion. At a point in every person’s life one has to look deeply 
into the mirror of one’s soul and decide one’s unique truth in the world not the 
way one wants it or the way one hopes it but the way it is. And so my truth is that 
I am a gay American. This is an intensely personal decision, one not typically for 



 

the public domain. But we shall not and cannot let it pass. I march in parade of 
freedom but as long as I love you I am not free. We must speak with the humility 
that is appropriate to our limited vision, but we must speak. 
 
When Hayes states “I am a gay American,” it is descriptive of a possibly fictive 

character or herself as author or actor. She acknowledges the social and political risks but 

not the stakes of such an assertion. She confesses for all of her political activisms, 

marching in the parade of freedom, if she cannot be publically honest about her love or 

be recognized as a gay citizen by her government, then she is not free.  

I don’t know how to love you. I only know how to love you. I love you. I love 
you. I love you. I love you. I love you. I love you. There’s no more to say. Be safe 
my love. 
 

She ends in a litany, a confessional, and a testament to the persistence of truth and 

idealism. 

As the monologue unfolds, the observers are constantly listening in anticipation 

and analyzing the identity and reconciling the relationship among the “lover,” the speaker 

and the performer. The beginning of the performance’s title, “everything else has failed” 

could equally represent the failure in the protection of gay Americans in a democracy or 

the failure of romantic relationships. Just as the “you” in the second part of the title, 

“don’t you think its time for love?” is the object of affection, it is also the viewer in the 

audience. For such an audience and venue, the expression of emotion in public and more 

specifically the discussion of gay desire, challenges conventions of conduct that demand 

social conformity and traditional uses of the public commercial space. In an era that long 

upheld “Don’t Ask Don’t Tell” and restricts civil liberties such as same-sex marriage, the 

public disclosure of sexual orientation remains politicized. 



 

To Siona Wilson this work is “nostalgic for a ‘politics of peace’ of the 1960s and 

1970s counterculture.”44 She sees a “desperate hopefulness” in the title of the work, the 

beauty of the love-letter form, and the period referents (specifically the motto, “make 

love not war”).45 However, Hayes acknowledges that the work grew out of “the feeling of 

helplessness” that arose “directly in relation to the consequences of the U.S. invasion of 

Iraq.”46 Ultimately the performance conjures the potential and inevitability for both 

optimism and despair that is inherent in love and politics. It captures the ambiguity in 

attempting to explain or justify one’s emotions, memories or convictions to others. 

It is worth recalling that the speech was performed in front of an audience every 

day over the course of a week. One must account for varying modes of presentation, 

gesture, tone, speed, animation and variations in the monologue based on the artist’s 

observations of those around her or even the mood of the viewers that day. Documentary 

photographs isolate moments of the performance and Hayes’ relationship with the 

audience (Figures 17-20). She holds the microphone to her mouth, looking down or out 

into the distance. In some of the photographs, large crowds pass her and ignore her as if 

she was an aberration or crazy person. In other photographs a small number of people 

have stopped to watch while preserving their distance from the artist at work. The images 

are a reminder that unlike the gallery, the plaza is a transitory space used for temporary 

activities like eating lunch, taking a work break, meeting with friends, and is a 

passageway between the occupations of life. When Hayes embarked on the daily 

performances, she could not have known the audience’s behaviors or reactions and by the 









 

end of the week may have anticipated them. As a group working in mid-town Manhattan, 

they have varied levels of cultural literacy, and heightened attunement to political theater 

and economic spectacle. Perhaps she began to understand her viewership or develop a 

relationship with them. 

 In Hayes’ work In the Near Future (installation, 2007-09) the artist again stands 

alone, but this time silently in public squares in cities across the world holding a 

handmade protest sign with a message related to the location’s socio-political struggle. 

Signs use indescript quotations to reference historic activist movements including civil 

rights, anti-war, religious freedom, and gay liberation. She appears in street clothes like 

the people around her in sites that bear markers of history, like monuments, those where 

people congregate, like shopping streets, or those in which various activities of everyday 

life overlap. The first performance of the work took place in nine historic sites in New 

York over the course of a week in November 2005. She held signs including “Who 

Approved the War in Vietnam,” “Actions Speak Louder than Words,” “Strike Today,” 

“Nothing Will be as Before,” and “I am a Man.” She held subsequent solitary protests in 

Brussels, London, Paris, Vienna and Warsaw. 

The artist invites participants to document each action and she considers this a 

vital part of the performance (Figures 22, 24-26). The presence of the photographers 

marks the parameters of the action and focuses attention to her body as its subject. The 

photographs offer an illustration of both the artist’s presentation and the audience’s 

reception. However, it seems impossible to determine from these images how the work 

changes among various countries or how the artist accounts for the project changing over 

time. 



 

Commenting on the Hayes’ fictive yet historically resonant slogans, Elizabeth 

Freeman notes that they exemplify the queer theory of “temporal drag,” or the “pull of 

the past on the present.”47 They act as referents and can “seem proleptic as well as 

anachronistic: ‘The American President Might Have to Call in the National Guard to Put 

This Revolt Down,’ invokes Kent State, the L.A. riots, and the worldwide rallies against 

the war in Iraq, but also seems to cite as well as incite mass action.”48 Or are allusions, as 

in the sign “Ratify E.R.A now” that operates as a “pathetic” and “painful failure of 

history” that “lacks hauntological call to actions of the others.”49 Hayes’ slogan prompts 

Freeman’s commiseration since it functions as a call to memory about both a personal 

past, collective experience and socio-political status. Though I believe that she may be 

overstating the capacity for these slogans to mobilize new political convictions, 

Freeman’s suggestion that the viewer implicitly considers the future when reflecting on 

history, seems entirely plausible. It also matches Hayes’ stated intent as communicated 

by the title, In the Near Future. If this is the future of past protest, how has it informed 

life today and tomorrow? Hayes’ performance is not a political protest but an action that 

unsettles the confidence that we have learned the lessons of the past.  

As Freeman’s reaction to Hayes’ slogan that referenced the second-wave feminist 

movement indicates, the protest signs also potentially operate as a trigger for the baggage 

that viewers bring to the performance. The individual’s association with the slogan, 

whether it is as a social movement or a site-specific historic moment, varies. The slogan 

can trigger a memory of first-hand participation or of a mediated moving or still image. 









 

Hayes also considers the relationship between past and present when she considers, 

“what could be learned by hearing them [the slogans] with the fragmentation, distance, 

confusion and impossibility that 30 years brings to our understanding of what we are 

hearing.”50 Despite the provocation of the viewer’s personal investment in history, Hayes 

denies any participation in the feeble reconstruction of protest other than engaging in a 

viewer-initiated dialogue. She leaves open, but does not demand, the chance to 

communicate with her about the art action or the past.51 Almost all of the photo-

documentation of the performances shows the artist standing alone while the urban 

masses ignore her presence. When the images capture conversations between artist and 

observers, parties are either gesticulating mildly or concentrating intently. They stress 

measured dialogue over the visceral protests of the past. 

Like that of Suzanne Lacy and Leslie Labowitz-Starus, Sharon Hayes’ work 

extends Jurgen Habermas’ notion of the traditional public sphere and takes up Nancy 

Fraser’s critiques, by repositioning dialogue to include previously unacknowledged 

common concerns. Hayes asserts the place of the individual body within the context of 

the urban masses and its capacity to initiate public dialogue. Her artwork promotes 

nontraditional participation in the public sphere in the quietism of her political gestures 

toward dissent, the questioning of the current state of affairs, and the recollection of more 

peaceful, radical, unjust or romantic past. Her lone performing body prohibits sweeping 

generalizations or missives about the productivity of such actions. In In the Near Future, 

the artist positions herself not only in relationship to the people around her or to history 

but, as Yates McKee notes, “as political subjects vis-a-vis governmental authority, 








 

making an egalitarian claim on part of those not regarded in dominant legal or cultural 

terms as having the qualification to speak.”52  

In critique of Habermas’ definition of the public sphere that excludes private 

interest, Oskar Negt and Alexander Kluge take account of the social experience of 

everyday life that informs diversity among individuals. To these theorists, Habermas’ 

attempt to reconcile the entirety of the public within one sphere results in an “overriding” 

public sphere promoted through publicity, presents false unity, creates a “network of 

norms,” and keeps the masses subject to capital rather than their best interests as 

determined by their personal experiences.53  

In the Near Future and Everything Else has Failed!... are examples of Hayes’ 

“public address” and “love address” performances that insert personal experience into the 

public sphere. Both works assert political visibility using the theatrical technique of 

presence, whether in harkening back to previous social struggles or focusing on the 

political ramifications of gay desire. The artist both speaks from experience and appeals 

to those of the audiences. Though an atypical presentation in the juxtaposition of art and 

everyday life, Hayes notes that citizens are already acclimated to this form of 

individualized address from political speeches.54  

The process of mobilization begins at this basic level. Hayes states, “Don’t we 

become political people precisely by identifying with certain people, movements, images, 

speeches, ideas and taking them on as our own?”55 Ultimately this statement accounts for 

the politicization of individuals based on direct experience. This could include an 










 

influential older sibling’s favorite punk musicians and ethos or evangelical weekend 

television shows. Hayes’ slogans and monologue agitate on behalf of common concerns 

reminding contemporary viewers of moments in which private interest provoked outrage, 

action, and violence, and that many Americans remain in battle against the government 

that officiates over inequality. She displaces the historical specificity of the protest (In the 

Near Future), and the legibility of the politics (Everything Else has Failed!...), but the 

performances provide enough substance to read the self-organizing, oppositional strategy 

at work.  

 Though both works operate under the conditions of postmodern theatricality since 

their coherence depends on spectatorship, they do not speak to one idealized viewer. 

Hayes’ work moves away from visual art in the Modernist tradition that had typically 

addressed a universal viewer, who was implicitly understood to be male or in the case of 

Second Wave feminist art such as In Mourning and In Rage was recast as female. Her 

work is instead indebted to the construction of counterpublic viewership that permits 

multiple, simultaneous, overlapping constituent groups with as many ideologies. Though 

choreographed as protest, Hayes’ works are not a call to action. The spectator remains 

free to identify with or against the artist, or return to the embrace of the anonymous, 

urban audience. 

 In his essay, “Publics and Counterpublics,” Michael Warner furthers the 

discussion on the public sphere by reframing its definition: “a public is a space of 

discourse organized by nothing other than discourse itself. ... It exists by virtue of being 

addressed.”56 He contrasts the public – the overriding and dominating appearance of 

“social totality” and a public – which is self-creating and self-organizing group of 





 

strangers that exists in relationship to a discourse that addresses it.57 Like Negt and Kluge 

and Fraser, Warner accounts for the communicability of private interests and 

experiences.58 However, to Warner, Fraser’s definition of feminism as a subaltern 

counterpublic functions merely as “oppositional” within Habermas’ paradigm and 

perpetuates the dominance of the public sphere.59 Warner suggests that counterpublics 

“[maintain] at some level, conscious or not, an awareness of its subordinate status … And 

the conflict extends not just to ideas or policy questions, but to the speech genres and 

modes of address that constitute the public and to the hierarchy among media. … Friction 

against the dominant public forces the poetic-expressive character of counterpublic 

discourse to become salient to consciousness.”60 When counterpublics participate in the 

public discourse they are socially marked as “Other.”61 The discourse of a gay 

counterpublic, in the exchange between queer addressor and stranger-addressee, takes on 

poetic counter-form since neither person is “in the closet’” nor oppositionally marked in a 

heteronormative discussion. Instead, a discourse develops with its own “poetic functions 

of both language and corporeal expressivity” and membership is open to those who 

recognize it.62 

Catherine Lord posits that counterpublics are rendered invisible by the poetic 

language that gives it form and that this obstacle accounts for the disappearance of 

lesbian art from the heteronormative account of art history. In the cannon, “lesbian 

visibility is an ontological impossibility” because it is a “strategic incoherence” in the 

public sphere that defines gender as the polarity of male and female, groups to which 










 

queerness resists.63 To this point Warner warns that as social movements, counterpublics 

devolve into using the rhetoric of the public rather than the expressive language of their 

own discourse. 

 It would seem from photographs of Everything Else has Failed!... that Hayes 

selects her clothing as camouflage to allow her to seemingly blend in with her social 

surroundings in consideration of characteristics including economic class or formative 

experiences, such as education or profession. In the monologue Hayes advocates for 

assumed common political concerns such as the abolition of “Don’t Ask, Don’t Tell,” 

and inserts universally relatable experiences of love, memory and history into daily life. 

However, she reflects on her appearance, “I dressed as a queer temp. I kind of butched 

myself up even more than usual because I didn’t want the love to be read as 

heteronormative. Yet I want to be clear that queerness is not some kind of idealized space 

of political action.” Hayes sees herself speaking through a queer body of the poetics of a 

counterpublic when her love address is also a political statement. To whom is it visible 

and how is it legible? Her body remains marked with not only her self-identification as 

queer, but also as woman, as Caucasian and with social class or privilege. By withholding 

video documentation of the performance she resists the gallery viewers’ attempt to assess 

or validate her queer legibility. Her visibility remains within the parameters of the live 

performance. It exists within the discourse established by the performance itself and 

among the audience of strangers that comprise its newly formed public. Photo-

documentation is left to functions at its most basic, simply as proof that the performance 

took place. 







 

CHAPTER 3 

THE PROTESTING BODY 

 

Hayes’ method of public address as a solitary protest also brings to bear a lineage 

of performance and dance theories. For writers Baz Kershaw and Susan Leigh Foster, 

socio-political protest events are not just an instrument for ideological change, but are a 

construction of events with moving, meaning bodies that contain a history and language 

of theatricality and symbolism. 

For performance theorist Kershaw, protest is a “symbolic action” that provokes 

further activity in offering a newfound future as “radically undecided.”64 A protest event 

develops out of specific political and social contexts and into an extemporaneous series 

of events that has its own set of expectations. Its legibility demands multiple bodies and 

spatial context. Over time, protest has developed its own language of movements and 

gestures directed at the audience and an enemy. Conventions develop: those of movement 

(“multiplicity, discontinuity, abrupt eruptions of dramatic intensity, sudden shifts and 

changes of direction, tempo, focus”65), temporality (expectations of the everyday as 

established by ruling structures) and context. Kershaw labels the repositioning of these 

elements, action-based dialogic. It exposes the turbulent implementation of ideological 

evolution by those who dissent “[challenging] a system of authority in its own terms, 

because in such societies the display of power.”66 Action-based critique is a self-reflexive 

process that is made visible by protest events; it is also a reflection of how the oppressed 









 

view the conditions of their oppression and physical expressions of civil desire. Kershaw 

wishes to explore “the rich exchange between symbolic action and socio-political reality, 

[as] one which constantly defies closure, keeping open the possibilities for re-

interpretation and change.”67  

According to Kershaw’s theories, Hayes’ performances in In the Near Future are 

a visual citation of protest that clearly employs its bodily language. In the photographs 

her demeanor is calm and her body is static. She is mute but offers her politics in the 

form of a protest sign. Hayes recounts the first iteration of the performance in New York 

at which she held the sign “Actions Speak Louder Than Words” for twenty minutes at her 

stomach before eventually moving it over her head. With this change, she “became very 

aware of the body and the limits of the body in relation to the sign … [which is] a 

question of performance technique, but on the other hand, it also points to the critical 

import of the body to an act of protest.”68 This slight movement of the sign overhead 

dramatized her presence. Since she lacked the contextualization of other protesters and a 

visible target for her dissent, her protesting body then made legible to the viewer an act of 

resistance that called upon visual citations of historic protest rather than the presence of 

those around her. 

Julia Bryan-Wilson observes that Hayes’ performing body “[ruptures] a triangle 

of coherence around historical protest slogans, … [disarticulates] the three elements that 

normally converge around slogans: first, the words on the sign that [she is] holding—

such as “Ratify ERA Now!”; second, the body that holds the sign; and third, the place 







 

and the time in which the body is situated.”69 Kershaw’s action-based dialogic suggests 

that the theatrical reconfiguration of the elements outlined by Bryan-Wilson (the body, 

politics, and the context) reveals oppressive conditions and offers the body as a model for 

the expression of dissent. What type of imagined future does Hayes’ body suggest? The 

artist has reconfigured the relationship between memory, current events, and the active 

role of the body in declaring change in order to reconsider the possibility of the future. 

Perhaps she suggests that it is up to the individual, as a member of the society at large 

and multiple social groups, to reaffirm the continued presence and potent potentiality of 

the residue of the past within the context of the present. 

 The performance of Everything Else has Failed!... lacks the reference to bodies or 

social movements and does not contain explicit political slogans. However, the artist’s 

deeply personalized monologue could instigate a recognizable collective experience of 

social disenfranchisement. To watch the artist’s actions is to slowly affirm over the 

course of the monologue the common experience of lost love while also acknowledge the 

specific circumstances in the denial of the rights of gay Americans. Hayes conflates the 

symbolic and real to heighten the emotional impact of each, a truer reflection of universal 

emotional experiences. 

 Similar to Kershaw, dance theorist Susan Leigh Foster establishes a choreography 

of protest that “[theorizes] corporeal, individual, and social identity,”70 confronts ruling 

structures, and advocates the creation of an “imagined alternative” of social good.71 For 

Foster, the body sets protest apart from the rhetoric of change. She writes, “but what is it 

about the body that ordains it as the catalyst for this transformation? Does the body 








 

command some kind of primordial connection to the past that can be accessed in 

moments of crisis? Does it enjoy the capacity to empathize directly with other bodies in 

struggle?”72 Foster isolates instances of nonviolent protest: the members of ACT UP and 

those who participated in the Civil Rights era lunch counter sit-ins that engendered 

rehearsed intent to resist power struggles and embodied politics in a reflexive manner. 

The choreography does not come from an instructor, but from other participants and out 

of the cooperative resistance to oppression. It initiates “personal agency” in an individual 

body that is not just performing rehearsed movements as “mere instrument of expression, 

the meat that carries around the subject,” but in bodies that are simultaneously invested 

ideologically and physically in the resistance to power.73 Foster distinguishes a new and 

different corporeality of affect that offer visions of a better society. 

 Hayes’ work seems to share in Foster’s faith in the communicability of 

corporeality. In In the Near Future Hayes recreates the ephemera of social change to 

draw out society’s collective experience of the past. However over the course of dozens 

of iterations in cities around the world, her solitary body bears the full weight of diverse, 

multi-faceted, often disheartening realities. She inhibits the theatricality of the protesting 

body in order to provoke the viewing body. The malleability of protesters en masse is 

equally translatable to the relationship between Hayes and her audience. It is possible to 

argue that, similar to Foster’s optimism in the agency promoted by the protesting body, 

Hayes moves viewers out of their psyche and the everyday routine of shopping and 

business into the dreams of a better tomorrow. She not only reminds them that today is 

yesterday’s imagined, idealized tomorrow but also offers them the opportunity to 







 

commune with her about that dream. Nonetheless, she declines to provide to her audience 

the optimism or hopefulness of the past or even the belief that society will move forward 

through the cooperation of bodies. 

In Everything Else has Failed!... Hayes’ body and monologue call out for an 

empathetic response from the viewer. Hayes commented on a memorable occasion in 

which a crowd member began crying while watching her performance.74 It prompted her 

to consider her position to the viewer, which she observed is different than an in 

traditional theater that intentionally manipulates the audience for the sake of narrative. 

She is particular about discussing love, as it is socially translatable across cultural 

barriers. It is an accessible topic though not necessarily conforming in each of its 

manifestations. The viewer encounters the ambiguous monologue and Hayes’ body 

simultaneously and is provoked to contrast the romantic story and its political context, 

perhaps also unintentionally conflating the artist’s performance with autobiographical 

authorship. Hayes attains compassion or pity (depending on the viewer’s politics), rather 

than initiating a self-reflexive experience that makes the internationalization of the 

conditions of oppression appear more visceral or dire. Solidarity does not necessarily lead 

to political agency or collectivity, a lesson established by second-wave feminists. 

 In In Mourning and In Rage Lacy and Labowitz-Starus extended the masculinist 

public sphere to include feminist-identified common concerns by constructing a ritual 

performance to symbolically heal the psyche using a pervasive language of publicity, and 

speaking directly to a female audience. The artists structured the performance much like 

consciousness-raising with the intention to “[unite] participants and a mass audience in a 






 

spiritual bond that creates community by politicizing its members.”75 In 1977 Martha 

Rosler challenged the efficacy of feminist performance art. “The sheer power of the 

metaphoric transformations does not lead the audience away from thinking constructively 

about the very issues of identity on which the work rests. I question the absolute 

communicative ability of the work in helping people make changes—which is 

presumably, as I have perhaps overstressed, what feminism is about.”76 On the one hand, 

I think that Rosler’s critique of such feminist artwork is true of Lacy and Labowitz-

Starus’s intentions. On the other, such performances are no longer considered political 

protests, but rather as Kershaw suggests, a reordering of the relationship between the 

symbolic and the real. The union of bodies can stand for a different kind of efficacy: “in a 

sense the imaginary became more important than the possible, and the visionary more 

persuasive than the rational.”77 Foster remains committed to the advocacy of a social 

change compelled by the persuasion of the corporeality of the body. Though, Lacy and 

Labowitz-Starus were speaking to their own constituency without challenging Habermas’ 

overriding public sphere, as Warner noted about Fraser’s assertions, they were also able 

to reposition the symbolic and real through the utilization of the bodies of both costumed 

performers and a mass of female participants. Lacy and Labowitz-Starus spoke about the 

performance as ritual for these observers, as a presentation of the potential of a society to 

give victims a forum for emotional rehabilitation and public vindication. These 

performing bodies reference theatrical conventions rather than protest movements, while 

retaining political intentionality and corporeal agency. The performers are constantly 

repositioning themselves within the parameters of the performance stage (City Hall 








 

plaza) in order to show the pervasiveness and reconfigurations of oppressive conditions 

built into the laws of political government and social interaction. 

Hayes’ performances not only extend the public sphere to include private 

concerns, but also re-imagine the terms of the dialectics, as Warner suggested was 

possible. In In the Near Future the successes or failures of historic protest actions 

resonate with specific publics, as Freeman noted about Hayes’ slogan “Ratify ERA 

Now!”, but the performative presentation makes the histories accessible to all observers. 

Warner suggests that viewers of public address “recognize themselves only as already 

being the persons they are addressed as being” and they subsequently engage in a 

“rational-critical dialogue.”78 So on occasions when Hayes presented either historic or 

fictive slogans they both “provoked enough curiosity and interest to generate small eddies 

of conversation: Teenage girls asked questions; cops had puzzled queries; tourists 

snapped photos. When she held a sign in Central Park reading, WHO APPROVED THE 

WAR IN - VIETNAM?, people came up to tell her.”79 Even though these conversations 

reflect the dominant rational dialogue of question and answer, the performance still 

conjures the poetic ambiguity surrounding the roles of history and memory. 

In her public address, Hayes manipulates language and her body to communicate 

with counterpublics. In Everything Else has Failed!... the love address is also a protest 

that solicits political empathy from a socially liberal heteronormative viewer. It presents 

the performer in an ambiguous but heightened impassioned state and extends this 

corporeal relationship to the viewer. This reintroduction of love and desire into the public 

sphere by a queer body creates a unique public out of the strangers who chose to stop to 







 

watch her. The absence of its addressee and the denial of authoritative dialogue about gay 

rights in the monologue reminds the viewer that she also belongs to any number of 

publics, including a public, a hidden public or the dominant public. The poetic formation 

of the monologue spoken to the absent love, in such qualities as its ambiguous narrative 

and redundant utterances, and the corporeal stance of the artist, a static and accessible 

posture, affirm their status as addressed to the invisible and illegible. 

Susan Leigh Foster describes the potential of dance to be an articulation of 

moving bodies in communication with the viewer.80 The dancer initiates a visceral, 

corporeal dialogue in which she invests emotion in the movement and the viewer 

participates with an “anticipatory quality of attention. As one is looking at the armchair, 

one is already simulating the motions associated with seating oneself in it.”81 Likewise, 

the viewer responds to the protesting body based on personal experience of participation 

or anticipation of the physicality of dissent, and establishes a relationship with the actor 

based on this corporeality.  

Foster does not account for the fact that this physicality is simultaneously 

deciphered alongside the performative characteristics of the actor. In In the Near Future 

the many protest slogans recall the fervor of past ideological battles, civic desire, and the 

enduring residue of various discourses. These historic protests included explosive or 

peaceful bodies expressing radical desires. Two iterations of the performance in New 

York offered the viewer different reconciliations between the presentation of the political 

affiliation of the protest sign, its symbolic idealism, and the real protesting body. The 









 

sign “Who Approved the War in Vietnam,” referred to the late 1960s and early 1970s 

anti-war and draft resistance movements that included both peaceful pacifist 

demonstrations and radical sometimes violent protests, and involved up to tens of 

thousands of participants (Figure 21). For the individual viewer of Hayes’ slogan, it 

could prompt memories based on previous experiences and participation in the public 

sphere. For a middle-aged man encountering the slogan after the turn of the millennium, 

it may have triggered newspaper headlines, tactile sensations of a previous protest or an 

emotional state after having discussed his draft number with his mother. For a younger 

woman it could call up social studies textbook images, fictitious film characters or the 

sense-memory of wearing a parent’s old, hippie-era T-shirt. When a viewer encountered 

this slogan in the street performance, a comparison is made between Hayes’ protesting 

body and the viewer’s individualized experiences of protest. This association is 

comprised of contrasts and affinities based on these memories and corporealities. 

When Hayes holds up the sign that reads “I am a man,” the viewer contrasts 

personal experiences of the civil rights movement, including mediated knowledge, and 

the body of the artist. African American sanitation workers first held the notorious sign 

during a strike in Memphis, TN in 1968 that had brought Martin Luther King, Jr. to the 

city.82 Re-printings of the sign itself and images of the strike by Ernest C. Withers were 

disseminated widely after the activist’s death (Figure 23). They served as a reminder of 

the tragedy and the nation’s shared responsibility in the advancement of civil rights. 

Hayes’ appropriation of the slogan prompts the consideration of the historic fight by 

African-Americans to overcome inequalities derived from racial appearance that 








 

implicated their socio-political invisibility, with presumptions about the artist and her 

political position based on a reading of her body as female and white. In this instance 

does the physical appearance of the artist overwhelm the potential of the corporeality of 

her performance to bridge the divide between the ongoing oppression of the African-

American counterpublic and the present public’s willingness to take ownership of this 

history? Though a provocative question, it forces a conclusive reading of audience 

reception that would violate the poetics inherent in the performance’s construction.  

Bryan-Wilson suggests another reading in this line of inquiry: “a white, somewhat 

androgynous woman holding a sign that proclaims, I AM A MAN, in 2005 would see 

more likely to refer to transgender activism than to the 1968 Memphis sanitation 

strike.”83 Bryan-Wilson suggests an articulateness of the artist’s membership to the queer 

counterpublic based entirely on the reading of the artist’s performativity and the 

presentation of her body. Though a difficult claim to fully endorse, she is perhaps in fact 

substantiating Warner’s point that counterpublics address its members as already marked 

by social otherness in opposition to the public. Bryan-Wilson, though presumably 

analyzing the performance through photographic documentation, is still reading the 

artist’s body as Other. She suggests that the artist embodies precarity in contemporary 

political dialogue and simultaneously gestures to the obstacles of the past. 

Despite the ambiguity of both memory and history, photographed 

accomplishments and documented failures retain an emotional trace. Still, Hayes work 

suggests that resistance or radicality can be most forcefully retained in the viewer and 

activated by the corporeality of the performing, protesting body. Hayes’ work affirms 

Kershaw’s analysis that protest asserts an imaginary potential arising out from the 





 

audience. If the enemy requires large numbers of politically active protesting bodies to 

prove authority and force change, the observers in Hayes’ performances receive 

compelling prompts. To these viewers, the solitary protestor is either a helpless victim or 

a courageous hero. Kershaw writes convincingly that protest adopts the language of 

theatrical expression so it can enact “civil desire” (274). In In the Near Future Hayes 

pulls moments of extreme civil unrest out of the past to acknowledge the continued 

relevance of the previous generations’ desires for the present. In Everything Else has 

Failed!... the longing for love stands in for that of a more just society. 

By setting their work in the public sphere, Lacy and Labowitz-Starus and Hayes 

set up an encounter between the performance of the protesting body and an audience of 

strangers. The immediacy of this corporeal encounter has a unique potential for affect, 

independent of rhetoric. In Mourning and In Rage presents the ritual rejection of female 

victimhood and the social expectations for the presentation of the female body in public. 

The anonymous performers are veiled, yet their black costumes recall a grotesque old 

maid and their feminine voices give away their gender. Their presence establishes the 

physical and emotional movement towards social change. The mass of female 

participants reflects that journey in their performance of solidarity (fists overhead) within 

the structure of the performance. The artist intended for this ideological evolution to also 

take place in the encounter between the rebroadcasted performance and the home viewer. 

Though the television screen mediated the viewership, the home audience was just as 

susceptible to Foster’s spectatorial paradigm in which the observer anticipates the 

corporeality of the performers’ portrayal of the victimized body and walks away a 

changed woman. 



 

While Hayes’ performances in In the Near Future and Everything Else has 

Failed!... are anonymous and she is not identified as the creator until prompted, her 

slogans and monologue present a political perspective that is affirmed by her 

corporeality. Though the artist cannot exert control over the exact circumstances, she is 

precise about the terms of the relationship between actor and viewer. “While I am deeply 

committed to provoking an idea of audience as an actively constructed position, I'm still 

uncomfortable with the idea that my work would invade their experience in such a way as 

to jolt, shock, or actively alarm them.”84 By calling upon social and romantic histories 

Hayes uses her body to articulate the commonality of political interpolation, forgotten 

memories, abandoned objections, site-specific associations, and suppressed desires. She 

speaks to strangers in the poetics of the counterpublic that can simultaneously call out to 

empathetic individuals. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 









 

 

CONCLUSION 

 

 The past fifteen years has seen renewed interest in the work of Second Wave 

feminist art, and collaborators Suzanne Lacy and Leslie Labowitz-Starus have been 

credited as formative contributors to the movement. This attention has taken form as 

large-scale retrospective exhibitions and their accompanying catalogs that amass the 

accomplishments of the diverse practices of woman artists.85 The separatist 

historicization of feminist art in this manner has the corollary effect of designating it 

peripherally relevent to contemporary art practice. As a result, an artist like Hayes, 

clearly continuing to engage in feminist politics of the public sphere, is excluded from the 

dialogue about these artistic, political and activist concerns. 

 Feminism as a term, ideology, and art practice has never held a fixed position. At 

the time of In Mourning and in Rage, Lacy defined it:  

Strong feminist art might or might not be obviously political; by virtue of its 
expression of an oppressed cultural experience, it will always in fact be political. 
In the most directed of such art its purpose (and contrary to the myth of 
functionless art as high art, it does have a purpose) is to provide information about 
women's experience, invite an exchange with its audience on the issues raised, 
and ultimately to transform culture. Feminist art is always concerned with 
communication with its audience. It cannot rest on prior assumptions or 
conventions about the nature of art; it must create its own basis for audience 
understanding.86 
 
Hayes was raised during this era of activism, when feminists attacked the division 

between public and private. This experience marked her political interpolation and 










 

established her mode of viewership. Her artwork is informed by what Foster would have 

described as an “anticipatory” relationship with exposure to the previous generation’s 

politicization of the female body. Her contemporary protests are animated with the 

corporeality of having already participated in the feminist struggle, whether mediated 

through mass communication or by the side of family members, and in so doing mirrors 

the achievements and shortcomings of the past. Hayes’ work exemplifies Freeman’s 

temporal drag, insofar that it “suggests a bind for lesbians committed to feminism: the 

gravitational pull that 'lesbian,' and even more so 'lesbian feminist,' sometimes seems to 

exert on 'queer.' ... Even to entertain lesbian feminist ideas seems to somehow inexorably 

hearken back to essentialized bodies, normative visions of women's sexuality, and single-

issue identity politics that exclude people of color, the working class, and the 

transgendered.”87 For Freeman, contemporary queers are bound to history in an 

obligation to reimagine the future in light of society’s collective weaknesses and Hayes’ 

performances present a physical space and a body that coexists alongside repetitions of 

the past.  

Hayes’ performative protest operates differently than that of Lacy, Labowitz-

Starus and Second-wave feminists, as activism itself has changed for an era of insipid 

oppression and in a society in which equality is toted at the surface level. Rights are 

systematically removed while corporations are granted them in their stead. Regardless, 

feminism’s opposition to ruling structures prevails and a choreography of protest remains 

an efficient way in which to overcome such obstacles. Understanding the language of the 

dissenting body is particularly relevant in the current moment in which protest has again 

become a common tool in the expression of daily life. This is not to say that corporeality 





 

holds privileged information about the conditions of existence, but rather reminds 

viewers of the potential to resist with their own bodies rather than succumbing to the 

complacency of their minds. 
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FIGURES 

 

Figure 1. Lacy and Labowitz, In Mourning and In Rage, 1977. Photograph: Maria Karras 
(left). Source: Woman’s Building Digital Image Archive 
 

 
 
 
 
Figure 2. Lacy and Labowitz, In Mourning and In Rage, 1977. Source: Woman’s 
Building Digital Image Archive 
 

  



 

 
 
Figure 3. Lacy and Labowitz, In Mourning and In Rage, 1977. Photograph: Susan Mogul.  
Source: Woman’s Building Digital Image Archive 
 

 
 
 
 
Figure 4. Lacy and Labowitz, In Mourning and In Rage, 1977. Source: The Getty 
Research Institute, Lawrence Alloway Papers, 2003.M.46  
 

  
 
 
 
 
 



 

Figure 5. Suzanne Lacy, Rape Map, installation part of Suzanne Lacy and Leslie 
Labowitz-Starus, Three Weeks in May, 1977. Source: Woman’s Building Digital Image 
Archive. 
 

  
 
 
 
Figure 6. Suzanne Lacy, Rape Map, installation part of Suzanne Lacy and Leslie 
Labowitz-Starus, Three Weeks in May, 1977. Source: The Iris, Views from the Getty 
http://www.blogs.getty.edu/iris/join-suzanne-lacy-to-demand-that-rape-ends-here. 
 

 
 
 
 



 

Figure 7. Performance part of Suzanne Lacy and Leslie Labowitz-Starus, Three Weeks in 
May, 1977. Photograph: Ann Gauldin. Source: Woman’s Building Digital Image 
Archive. 
 

  
 
 
 
Figure 8. Leslie Labowitz, The Rape, performance part of Suzanne Lacy and Leslie 
Labowitz-Starus, Three Weeks in May, 1977. Source: Los Angeles Goes Live, 
http://www.losangelesgoeslive.org/threeweeksinjanuary. 
 

 
 
 
 



 

Figure 9. Leslie Labowitz, All Men are Potential Rapists, part of Suzanne Lacy and 
Leslie Labowitz-Starus, Three Weeks in May, 1977. Source: Woman’s Building Digital 
Image Archive. 
 

  
 
 
 
 
Figure 10. Leslie Labowitz, Myths of Rape, part of Suzanne Lacy and Leslie Labowitz, 
Three Weeks in May, 1977. Source: Woman’s Building Digital Image Archive. 
 

  
 
 
 



 

Figure 11. Lacy and Labowitz, In Mourning and In Rage, 1977. Source: Woman’s 
Building Digital Image Archive 
 

  
 
 
 
Figure 12. Suzanne Muchnic, “The Artist as Activist for Feminist Events,” Los Angeles 
Times, September 3, 1979. Photograph: Larry Bessel.  
 

 
 
 



 

Figure 13. Leslie Labowitz-Starus, Menstruation/Wait, 9-12 December 1971. Art 
Akademie Dusseldorf, Germany. Source: Heresies 6 (1978): 78. 
 

 
 
 
 
Figure 14. Suzanne Lacy, She Who Could Fly, installation part of Three Weeks in May, 
1977. Source: Meiling Cheng, In Other Los Angeles, 119. 
 

 
 



 

Figure 15. Suzanne Lacy, She Who Could Fly, installation part of Three Weeks in May, 
1977. Source: Suzanne Lacy, 
http://www.suzannelacy.com/1970sviolence_3weeks_fly.htm. 
 

 
 
 
 
Figure 16. Suzanne Lacy, She Who Could Fly, installation part of Three Weeks in May, 
1977. Source: Woman’s Building Digital Image Archive. 
 

  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 

Figure 17. Sharon Hayes, Everything Else has Failed! Don’t You Think it’s Time for 
Love?, 2007. Performance for ‘25 Years Later: Welcome to Art in General’, United Bank 
of Switzerland, New York. Photograph: Andrea Geyer. Source: Sharon Hayes, 
http://www.shaze.info. 
 

  
 
 
 
Figure 18. Sharon Hayes, Everything Else has Failed! Don’t You Think it’s Time for 
Love?, 2007. Performance for ‘25 Years Later: Welcome to Art in General’, United Bank 
of Switzerland, New York. Photograph: Andrea Geyer. Source: Sharon Hayes, 
http://www.shaze.info. 
 

 
 



 

Figure 19. Sharon Hayes, Everything Else has Failed! Don’t You Think it’s Time for 
Love?, 2007. Performance for ‘25 Years Later: Welcome to Art in General’, United Bank 
of Switzerland, New York. Photograph: Andrea Geyer. Source: Sharon Hayes, 
http://www.shaze.info. 
 

  
 
 
 
Figure 20. Sharon Hayes, Everything Else has Failed! Don’t You Think it’s Time for 
Love?, 2007. Performance for ‘25 Years Later: Welcome to Art in General’, United Bank 
of Switzerland, New York. Photograph: Andrea Geyer. Source: Sharon Hayes, 
http://www.shaze.info. 
 

 
 
 



 

Figure 21. Bob Gill, “Who Approved the War in Vietnam? Charter Day protests, 1962.” 
Source: David Lance Goines, The Free Speech Movement, UC Libraries, California 
Digital Library, University of California, http://content.cdlib.org/ark:/13030/kt687004sg. 
 

 
 
 
 
Figure 22. Sharon Hayes, In the Near Future, New York, 2005. Color performance 
photograph. Source: Tanya Leighton Gallery, http://www.tanyaleighton.com. 
 

   
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 

Figure 23. Ernest C. Withers, I Am A Man, Sanitation Workers Assemble Outside 
Clayborn Temple, Memphis, TN, 1968, Gelatin silver print, 8 1/2 x 14 3/4 in. “For all the 
World to See,” Center for Art, Design & Visual Culture, University of Maryland 
Baltimore County. Courtesy Panopticon Gallery, Boston, MA. 
www.umbc.edu/cadvc/foralltheworld/section3/murder.php. 
 

 
 
 
 
Figure 24. Sharon Hayes, In the Near Future, New York, 2009. Color performance 
photograph. Source: Tanya Leighton Gallery, http://www.tanyaleighton.com. 
 

  
 
 



 

Figure 25. Sharon Hayes, In the Near Future, New York, 2005. Color performance 
photograph. Source: Tanya Leighton Gallery, http://www.tanyaleighton.com. 
 

  
 
 
 
Figure 26. Sharon Hayes, In the Near Future, New York, 2005. Source: Tanya Leighton 
Gallery, http://www.tanyaleighton.com. 
 

 
 


