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Theme: History

“Any authentic work of art must start an argument between the artist and his audience.”
Rebecca West

Social Realism, also known as Socio-Realism, is an artistic movement, expressed in the
visual and other realist arts, which depicts social and racial injustice, economic hardship,
through unvarnished pictures of life’s struggles; often depicting working class activities as
heroic. (http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Social_realism)

Can artists use visual art to explore the process of globalization in the same way that writers
write about global events? The writer has to research generally accepted facts from many
different  sources.  So  too  the  artist  should  be  able  to  research  imagery  to  be  used  as  the
basis for his/her art. Just as the writer often has to rely on other people’s writings, the artist
often depends on other people’s images, unless, of course, the writer or artist has the time
and the finance to visit the places themselves.

However, the issue of authenticity can crop up, i.e., experiencing a situation oneself seems
to  be  more  important  for  the  visual  artist  than  the  writer.  Why  is  this?  Writers  and
composers often make works of art based on situations outside their own direct experience.
We can mention, for example, Persian Letters (Lettres persanes, written 1721), the satirical
work by Montesquieu or the more modern example of Ge Gan-Ru’s String Quartet No 5 (“Fall
of Bagdad”). Most artists work from photographs at some stage yet the romantic image of
the artist on the street or in the fields en plein air seems to persist.

Yet the photograph as a source has much in common with sources for the writer in the
sense that it is based on the generally accepted facts of a situation. Of course, the source
may catch out the unwary artist or writer but that does not undermine the verity of the
generally known information about any given situation. So can the artist create art of a
global  nature  and what  is  the  role  of  such art?  It  seems to  me that  the  art  most  fitted  to
exploring such issues is Social Realist art for reasons that will be discussed below, and its
role is to help develop global solidarity.

The following essay will look at the issue of authenticity in Social Realist art by looking at
photography as a medium which contains ‘facts’ to the same extent, more or less, as other
media.  This  is  more  complex  than  it  first  appears  and  will  be  discussed  in  terms  of
authenticity of sources, content, form, and the artwork itself. This will be followed up by an
examination of Modernist and Postmodernist perspectives on authenticity and society, a
brief  history  of  Social  Realism,  a  look at  Social  Realism and aesthetics  from Tolstoy’s
perspective on the meaning and role of art in society, and finally how all this can be related
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to global solidarity.

Definitions – aspects of authenticity

Social realist visual art can be examined for ‘authenticity’ using very general definitions of
authenticity in the following ways:

Authenticity of source:
“Conforming to fact  and therefore worthy of  trust,  reliance,  or  belief,  for  example,  an
authentic account by an eyewitness.”

The  facts  of  a  situation  may  be  in  the  form  of  a  photograph,  report,  film  or  eyewitness
account. Do the sources of the artwork conform to the facts of a situation? An actor’s
voiceover of actual dialogue is authentic in the sense that its source is known but due to
censorship the source is not allowed to be used. Actors could also act out an account of a
torture scene. For an artwork, facts can be taken from a photograph or film, or re-enacted
by models based on an eyewitness account or report.  Thus the source of  the facts is
relevant  only so far  as it  can be believed to be true or  consistent  with facts  already
generally agreed and accepted to be true.

Authenticity of content:
“Conforming to an original so as to reproduce essential features, for example, an authentic
reproduction of a colonial farmhouse.”

As above, the artwork can conform to the original by painting the essential features of a
photograph  or  film  without  removing,  adding  or  subtracting  elements  contained  in  the
original  thus  retaining  the  authenticity  of  the  content.

Authenticity of form:
“Worthy of acceptance or belief as conforming to or based on fact, for example, paints an
authentic picture of society.”

The artwork conforms to the facts  of  a  situation and the form used does not  distort,
undermine or negate the content of the facts contained therein thus producing, as far as the
generally accepted facts allow, an authentic picture of a given situation.

Authenticity of artwork:
“Having a claimed and verifiable origin or authorship; not counterfeit or copied, for example,
an authentic medieval sword.”

The artwork is known to be painted by the artist and signed by him/her and not copied
directly from another artwork of the same medium.

While the above examination of authenticity applies to Social Realist art, Modernist and
Postmodernist art had/have a different attitude to authenticity.
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DIAMOND PANNING, Sierra Leone. Oil on canvas- 150cm x 150cm http://gaelart.net/

Modernist and Postmodernist perspectives on Authenticity

The term Modernism is given “retrospectively to the wide range of experimental and avant-
garde trends in the arts that emerged from the middle of the 19th century, as artists
rebelled against traditional Historicism, and later through 20th century as the necessity of
an individual rejecting previous tradition, and by creating individual, original techniques.”
(http://www.huntfor.com/arthistory/c19th/modernism.htm)

Modernism tended towards a break from art history in terms of a more subjective approach
to  authenticity,  that  is  faithful  to  the  artist’s  self  and  not  external  reality.  As  Harold
Rosenberg writes:
“The aim of every authentic artist is not to conform to the history of art, but to release
himself from it in order to replace it with his own history.”

Postmodernist art on the other hand, “describes tendencies perceived as relativist, counter-
enlightenment or antimodern, particularly in relation to critiques of rationalism, universalism
or science.” (http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Postmodernism) Thus, art theorists who took up the
ideas  of  Roland  Barthes  and  Jacques  Derrida  deconstructed  formal  values  such  as
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originality, authenticity and uniqueness in art.

Modernism, Postmodernism and the Social Realist project

Viewed from the perspective of Social Realist art, Modernism and Postmodernism create
problems for the Social Realist project of creating “unvarnished pictures of life’s struggles”
as Modernism deconstructs form and Postmodernism deconstructs content.

Modernism rejected traditional forms which over time became less and less ´real´ and more
abstract and conceptualised, (though not all Modernist art rejected Enlightenment thinking):

“Among modernists there were disputes about the importance of the public, the relationship
of  art  to  audience,  and  the  role  of  art  in  society.  Modernism comprised  a  series  of
sometimes contradictory responses to the situation as it was understood, and the attempt
to  wrestle  universal  principles  from  it.  In  the  end  science  and  scientific  rationality,  often
taking models from the 18th-century Enlightenment, came to be seen as the source of logic
and stability,  while  the  basic  primitive  sexual  and  unconscious  drives,  along  with  the
seemingly counter-intuitive workings of the new machine age, were taken as the basic
emotional substance. […]The Russian Revolution catalyzed the fusion of political radicalism
and utopianism, with more expressly political stances. Bertolt Brecht, W. H. Auden, André
Breton,  Louis  Aragon  and  the  philosophers  Antonio  Gramsci  and  Walter  Benjamin  are
p e r h a p s  t h e  m o s t  f a m o u s  e x e m p l a r s  o f  t h i s  m o d e r n i s t
Marxism.”(http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Modernism)

While traditional art forms are deconstructed in Modernism, content is deconstructed in
Postmodernism:

“Postmodernism describes movements which both arise from, and react against or reject,
trends  in  modernism.  Specific  trends  of  modernism  that  are  generally  cited  are  formal
purity,  medium  specificity,  art  for  art’s  sake,  authenticity,  universality,  originality  and
revolutionary  or  reactionary  tendency,  i.e.  the  avant-garde.  […]  One  compact  definition  is
that postmodernism rejects modernism’s grand narratives of artistic direction, eradicating
the boundaries between high and low forms of art, and disrupting genre’s conventions with
collision, collage, and fragmentation. Postmodern art holds that all stances are unstable and
insincere, and therefore irony, parody, and humor are the only positions that cannot be
overturned by critique or revision.” (http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Postmodern_art)

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Modernism
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Postmodern_art
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INTERROGATION. Oil on canvas- 150cm x 150cm http://gaelart.net/

History of Social Realism

Social Realism arose out of a nineteenth century rejection of ‘beautiful art’. The term “dates
on a broader scale to the Realist movement in French art during the mid-1800s. Social
Realism in the 20th century refers back to the works of the French artist Gustave Courbet
and in particular to the implications of his 19th-century paintings A Burial at Ornans and The
Stone  Breakers,  which  scandalized  French  Salon–goers  of  1850,  and  is  seen  as  an
international phenomenon also traced back to European Realism and the works of Honoré
Daumier and Jean-François Millet. The Social Realist style fell-out of fashion in the 1960s but
is still influential in thinking and the art of today.”
(http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Social_realism)

Social Realism in different forms

Since the days of Courbet´s Social Realist paintings the desire to reproduce reality has
taken  many  different  forms.  New  media  replace  older  media  in  their  ability  to  re-create
‘reality’.  Still  photography  replaces  painting,  film  photography  replaces  still  photography
and digitization replaces analogue film photography,  3D replaces 2D. Does that make one

http://gaelart.net/
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Social_realism
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form better than another? No, as there are advantages and disadvantages to the different
forms.

As Walter Benjamin writes about one of the advantages of painting in ‘The Work of Art in the
Age of Mechanical Reproduction‘:

“The painting invites the spectator to contemplation; before it the spectator can abandon
himself to his associations. Before the movie frame he cannot do so. No sooner has his eye
grasped a scene than it is already changed. It cannot be arrested. Duhamel, who detests the
film  and  knows  nothing  of  its  significance,  though  something  of  its  structure,  notes  this
circumstance as follows: “I can no longer think what I want to think. My thoughts have been
replaced by moving images.” The spectator’s process of association in view of these images
is indeed interrupted by their constant, sudden change.”
(http://www.marxists.org/reference/subject/philosophy/works/ge/benjamin.htm)

Different forms can lead us to think in different ways. A painting of a slum can lead us think
about the poverty contained therein but a documentary, with its ability to include so much
more information about the situation, can lead to confusions about whether or not they are
worse off after all as our knowledge of, for example, their better sense of community could
lead us think that maybe slum life is not so bad after all. So at each level of reality the
rhetoric of the image increases too, both in terms of image (quality) and expense (ideology).
The better the quality of the image is the more we are led to believe it is true while the
more money spent on the image the more it  is  limited to the ideology of  those financially
supporting the project.

Therefore the reproduction of reality in art is no more and no less legitimate than in other
forms. Newer forms do not replace older forms as being superior. Each form continues with
its  interpretation  of  reality  through  time  yet  not  necessarily  in  isolation  as  the  different
forms  can  influence  each  other  in  terms  of  ways  of  seeing.

Social Realism and aesthetics

One could argue that Leo Tolstoy wrote a Social Realist manifesto when he wrote ‘What is
Art?‘, despite being quite a fundamentalist Christian himself. He believed that the concept of
‘Beauty’ was one developed by the upper classes for its own entertainment:

“No longer able to believe in the Church religion, which had betrayed its own lie, and unable
to adopt the true Christian teaching,  which denied their  entire life,  these wealthy and
powerful people, being left without any religious understanding of life, returned willy-nilly to
that  pagan world  which  locates  the  meaning  of  life  in  personal  pleasure.  […]  Having
recognised pleasure – that is, beauty – as the standard of what is good, people of the upper
classes  of  European  society  returned  in  their  understanding  of  art  to  the  crude
understanding of the primitive Greeks, already condemned by Plato.”
(Chapter VI)

Tolstoy contrasts the life of the labouring man with the art of the wealthy classes:

“And this opinion, that the life of the labouring people is poor in content, while our life, the
life of idle people, is full of interesting things, is shared by a great many people of our circle.
The  life  of  the  labouring  man,  with  its  infinitely  diverse  forms  of  labour  and  the  dangers
connected with it on the sea or under the ground, with his travels, dealings with proprietors,

http://www.marxists.org/reference/subject/philosophy/works/ge/benjamin.htm
http://www.marxists.org/reference/subject/philosophy/works/ge/benjamin.htm
http://www.marxists.org/reference/subject/philosophy/works/ge/benjamin.htm
http://cyberspacei.com/jesusi/authors/tolstoy/art/wia.htm
http://cyberspacei.com/jesusi/authors/tolstoy/art/wia.htm
http://cyberspacei.com/jesusi/authors/tolstoy/art/wia.htm#_Toc687436
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superiors, comrades, with people of other confessions and nationalities, his struggle with
nature, wild animals, his relations with domestic animals, his labours in the forest, the
steppe, the fields, the orchard, the kitchen garden, his relations with his wife and children,
not only as close and dear people but as co-workers, helpers, replacements in his work, his
relation to all economic questions, not as subjects of discussion or vanity, but as questions
vital for himself and his family, with his pride in self-sufficiency and service to others, with
his pleasure in time off, and all these interests pervaded by a religious attitude toward these
phenomena – to us, who have no such interests and no religious understanding, this life
seems monotonous compared with the small pleasures and insignificant cares of our life, not
of labour and creativity, but of the use and destruction of what others have made for us.

We think that the feelings experienced by people of our own time and circle are very
significant  and  diverse,  but  in  reality  almost  all  the  feelings  of  people  of  our  circle  come
down  to  three  very  insignificant  and  uncomplicated  feelings:  the  feelings  of  pride,  sexual
lust,  and  the  tedium of  living.  And  these  three  feelings,  with  their  ramifications,  make  up
almost exclusively the contents of the art of the wealthy classes.”
(Chapter IX)

Tolstoy puts forward his own ideas on the origins of art. He believed that:

“Art begins when a man, with the purpose of communicating to other people a feeling he
once experienced, calls it up again within himself and expresses it by certain external signs.

Thus the simplest case: a boy, who once experienced fear on encountering a wolf, tells
about this encounter and, to call up in others the feeling he experienced, describes himself,
his state of mind before the encounter, the surroundings, the forest, his carelessness, and
then the look of the wolf, its movements, the distance between the wolf and himself, and so
on.

All this – if as he tells the story the boy relives the feeling he experienced, infects his
listeners, and makes them relive all that the narrator lived through – is art.
Even if the boy had not seen a wolf, but had often been afraid of seeing one, and, wishing to
call up in others the feeling he experienced, invented the encounter with the wolf, telling it
in such a way that through his narrative he called up in his listeners the same feeling he
experienced in imagining the wolf – this, too, is art.”
(Chapter V)

Thus,  Tolstoy  believed  that  relating  one’s  experience  or  relating  creatively  something
outside one’s own experience forms the basis of a sense of community or solidarity. He
sums up his view in the following way:

“Art is not, as the metaphysicians say, the manifestation of some mysterious idea of beauty
or  God;  it  is  not,  as  the  aesthetical  physiologists  say,  a  game  in  which  man  lets  off  his
excess of stored-up energy; it is not the expression of man’s emotions by external signs; it
is not the production of pleasing objects; and, above all, it is not pleasure; but it is a means
of union among men, joining them together in the same feelings, and indispensable for the
life and progress toward well-being of individuals and of humanity.”
(Chapter V)

http://cyberspacei.com/jesusi/authors/tolstoy/art/wia.htm#_Toc687439
http://cyberspacei.com/jesusi/authors/tolstoy/art/wia.htm#_Toc687435
http://cyberspacei.com/jesusi/authors/tolstoy/art/wia.htm#_Toc687435


| 8

AERIAL BOMBARDMENT. Oil on canvas- 150cm x 150cm http://gaelart.net/

Solidarity

Tolstoy’s view of art as a means of forming unity within a community is often still the driving
force of Social Realism today. It creates solidarity by identifying with a group or class that is
struggling against injustice and hardship. As Aurora Levins Morales writes:

“Solidarity is not a matter of altruism. Solidarity comes from the inability to tolerate the
affront  to  our  own  integrity  of  passive  or  active  collaboration  in  the  oppression  of  others,
and from the deep recognition of our most expansive self-interest. From the recognition
that, like it or not, our liberation is bound up with that of every other being on the planet,
and that politically, spiritually, in our heart of hearts we know anything else is unaffordable.”

However, solidarity has tended to come from voluntary groups interested in helping others
such as Médecins Sans Frontières, The International Red Cross and Red Crescent Movement,
Oxfam  International,  Amnesty  International  etc.  More  recently  efforts  have  been  made  to
put the concept of international solidarity on a more solid foundation. The United Nations
Human Rights Council has assigned an independent expert to work on a report in which he
is developing the concept of a human right to international solidarity:

http://gaelart.net/
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Social_solidarity
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“On October 1, 2009, a majority of the members of the Human Rights Council adopted a
resolution taking note of the report and requesting the independent expert to continue his
work,  with  emphasis  on  developing  guidelines,  standards,  norms  and  principles  for
promoting international solidarity and analyzing developments in international economic,
social, and “climate” fields.”
(http://www.globalgovernancewatch.org/spotlight_on_sovereignty/un-human-rights-council-a
dopts-a-socialist-view-of-international-solidarity)

However, this development is not the only new development as new radical-democratic
global solidarity movements begin to come together and seek alternatives to capitalist
globalisation. In the realm of art, Social Realism is an art form which can also play an
important role in highlighting injustice and hardship. In the words of Armstrong Williams:

“In short, we cannot grow, we cannot achieve authentic discovery, and our eyes cannot be
cleansed to the truly beautiful possibilities of life, if we simply live a neutral existence.”

Caoimhghin Ó Croidheáin (pronounced Kee-veen O Cree-awn) is a prominent Irish artist who
has exhibited widely  around Ireland.  His  work  consists  of  drawings  and paintings  and
features  cityscapes  of  Dublin,  images  based  on  Irish  history  and  other  work  with
social/political themes.
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