
     Columbia Political Review | October     1

October 2008 | Volume VIII | Issue I

COLUMBIA POLITICAL REVIEW

A COLUMBIA POLITICAL UNION PUBLICATION

“Violence Against Our Intellect” 
Why the 2007 Hunger Strike Still Matters

By Catherine Chong

INSIDE:  Street Art at the Bronx Museum | Crypto-fascism  | Presidenting Rwanda | Student Poll on ROTC



�     Columbia Political Review | cpreview.org 

oct 08

cpr
staff

Editor-in-Chief
Karen Leung

Publisher
Sajaa Ahmed

Managing Editors
Sara Doskow
Sara Vogel

Managing Editor 
of Special Projects
Eric Lukas

Senior Editors
Ayla Bon�glio
Michael Brener
Catherine Chong
Ian Crone
Jamie Kessler
Ben Small

Art Editor
Stacy Chu

Deputy Art Editor
Taimur T. Malik

Design Editors
Sarah Cohler
Charles E. T. Roberts

Ideas Editors
Kabita Parajuli
David Zhou

Outreach Editors
Devon Galloway
Maisha Rashid
Tiffany Tang

Head Copy Editor
Annie Ma

Campus Editors
Erin Conway
Kati Fossett
Sophia Merkin

Poll Analyst
Nicolas Alvear

Business Managers
Alex Frouman
Max Mogensen



     Columbia Political Review | October     3

   the contents[ ]

Insuring the Dream
Fannie Mae, Freddie Mac, 
and a national ethos

Michael Tannenbaum

Strategic Alliances
Rwanda’s president and his 
Western dream team

Ayla Bonþglio

More Manet Than 
Grandmaster Flash
Street Art, Street Life at the 
Bronx Museum of Art

Richard Prins

Higher Education and 
the Highest Office

The future of student life via 
John and Barack

Adam Aisen, Erin Conway, Miguel 
Lavalle, Nina Pedrad

“Violence Against Our 
Intellect”
Why the 2007 hunger strike 
still matters

Catherine Chong

Nothing Super
Caped crusaders and American 
crypto-fascism in Alan Moore’s 
Watchmen

Billy Goldstein

“A More Interesting 
Question”
New Core at Center for the 
Study of Ethnicity and Race

Interview with Professors Mae 
Ngai and Claudio Lomnitz

Student Poll: Politics

of Recruitment

Poll Analysis by Nicolas Alvear
Graphic Design by Sarah Cohler

Four ____________________________

Six _____________________________
Eight _________________________

Twenty Six ____________________

Twenty Two ______________________

Fourteen _____________________

Twenty Five ______________________

Thirteen _________________________

Sixteen ______________________

Without the Right
International students at the 
fringe of American politics

Sarah Khan

Twelve __________________________

Phyllis Ma

(A)Political Student
Ink Drawing

Stacy Chu

Enough is Enough

One boy’s murder mobilizes 
Mexico

Karen Woodin
Cover ___________________________



4     Columbia Political Review | cpreview.org 

Strategic Alliances
Rwanda’s President and his Western dream team

Ayla Bonfiglio

he roads in Kigali are 
perfectly paved. The car 
rides are conspicuously 
smooth, and the taxi-mo-
torcyclists wear green hel-
mets and carry extras for 
passengers. In East Afri-
ca, this is not the norm. 

During my conversations with university stu-
dents in Rwanda�s capital city, one explana-
tion emerged for these super�cial signs of de-
velopment: President Paul Kagame. 

Western notables consider Kagame, ap-
pointed temporarily in 2000 and then elected 
in 2003 as the �rst Tutsi to hold the post, part 
of a new wave of African politicians bringing 
Western ideals of progress to their countries. 
For his part, President Kagame has built an 
advisory network of Western stars�including 
Bill Gates, Bill Clinton, Joe Ritchie, and Tony 
Blair�over the past few years, all toward mov-
ing the country into international prominence. 
This high-pro�le development 
strategy begs examination: Can 
we take Kagame�s tactics at 
face value? Did not Western 
leaders have similar rela-
tionships with Mobutu 
of Zaire when he �rst 
assumed power? 

Based on my 
o b s e r v a t i o n s 
in Kigali and 
t h r o u g h o u t 
ne i ghbo r i ng 
Uganda, there 
appear to be 
two distinct per-
spectives that 
one could take on 
Kagame�s policies. 
The �rst is that the 
president, genuinely de-
voted to a massive de-
velopment overhaul of his 
country, is exploiting the in-
ternational resources ripened 
by the post-genocide environment. Or, 
Kagame�s extensive network of in�uential 
Western leaders is meant to divert attention 

from demands that he stand trial for geno-
cide crimes he may have committed as lead-
er of the Rwandan Patriotic Front (RPF). Look-
ing at these two stances with a critical eye, 
one needs to consider Kagame as an engineer 
of strategic events. The most recent was the 
president�s participation in the Compton Lec-
ture at the Massachusetts Institute of Tech-
nology (MIT) in September 2007.

Dr. Susan Hock�eld, MIT President, in-
troduced him graciously as a man �working 
to transform Rwanda from a poor country 
trapped in subsistence farming to a thriv-
ing, modern, knowledge-based economy with 
trading partners around the world.� President 
Kagame spoke to a packed auditorium on the 
importance of information technology for the 
advancement of Rwandese society, then en-
treated his audience to become active 
in his country�s development. 
Moreover, he empha-
sized the 

potential 
of a relationship 
between his coun-
try and the univer-
sity. In this way, 

he not only reached out to leaders in the sci-
ence and technology community�as he has 

done with Google�s Larry Page, who provided 
the country with free web-based software�
but also to individuals with the potential to 
become the next generation of leaders.

Stepping back to the February head-
line-maker that �rst drew my attention to 
Kagame�s strategic networking: former Brit-
ish Prime Minister Tony Blair voluntarily be-
came advisor to the East African leader. At a 
press conference in Kigali, Mr. Blair explained 
that his involvement with Rwanda is a result 
of the strides the country has made in �over-
coming trauma� since the genocide, a state-
ment that reveals his investment in Kagame�s 
narrative of progress. Mr. Blair has said that 
he in- tends to foster Rwandan devel-

opment by using his interna-
tional status to facilitate 

foreign aid and private 
investment.

To sustain the 
country�s econom-

ic advancement 
after gaining ad-
mittance to the 
East African De-
velopment Bank 
and launching a 
stock exchange 
last January, 
Kagame also re-
ceives counsel 
from acclaimed 
commodities and 
options trader 
Joe Ritchie and 
former president 
Bill Clinton. In 
the public health 

sector, President 
Kagame partners with Bill 

Gates and Harvard professor Paul 
Farmer, a leading specialist on public health 
in impoverished settings, to improve Rwan-
dans� healthcare access. The addition of Mr. 
Blair to the advising team is not extraordinary, 
but one action taken among many to engage 
Western leaders in strategic development. 
Thus it was no surprise when, during my vis-
it to Kigali, President Bush told reporters that 

T

HY Kim
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Kagame has described the militias as a dan-
ger to Rwanda. In the course of her �eld re-
search, Barnard political science professor 
Severine Autesserre found that numerous UN 
of�cials, soldiers, and other individuals living 
and working in Rwanda do not see the Rwan-
dese Hutu militias as a threat. She explains 
that the rumor of danger could be �a pretext 
for [various elements of the Rwandese elite] 
to remain in Congo,� to extract mineral re-
sources and protect the Congolese of Rwan-

dese descent.
The two perspectives on Rwanda�s strate-

gic development contrast starkly. Leaders in 
the West either hail Kagame as an innova-
tive force or as another dictator attempting 
to evade accountability. While the unbalanced 
development of Rwanda may suggest that 
President Kagame seeks to deceive, the ev-
idence is far from concrete. Moreover, while 
his selection of famous Westerners as infor-
mal advisors do focus international attention 
on his development schemes, this is in no 
way conclusive about the president�s under-
lying motivations.

What is clear is that President Kagame�s 
development of Kigali is simply not enough. 
To prove the sincerity of his expressed inten-
tions to the world and to his citizens, Kagame 
will have to craft a more balanced develop-
ment scheme. He must convince the Rwan-
dese people that the progress transform-
ing the capital city will reach them in other 
parts of the country. Looking toward Rwan-
da�s future, author Stephen Kinzer says it 
best: �The course [Kagame and his support-
ers] have chosen is at least as full of risk as it 
is full of promise. Over the next few years, it 
will be one of the most closely watched ex-
periments in Africa.�

Ayla Bonfiglio
aeb2136@columbia.edu
Political Science, 
with a concentration in 
Comparative Politics

Ayla (CC’09) hopes to continue her 
studies on forced migration issues 
after graduation.

he considered President Kagame part of the 
�new generation of progressive African lead-
ers,� and later called him �a man of action� 
who can �get things done.�

One should consider Blair�s advisory role 
in light of Rwanda�s post-genocide develop-
ment schemes and Kagame�s efforts to put 
Rwanda on the map with the Western world. 
Ugandan political writer Andrew Mwenda 
poses a particularly poignant question when 
he asks, �How can a small, poverty-strick-

en country somewhere in the middle of Afri-
ca, having no rich minerals and almost of no 
strategic value in global politics, attract the 
attention of such an international states-
man as Blair?� Glancing at the news Rwan-
da made in the month of March, the an-
swer seems clear: the president�s political 
and economic strategic positioning. 

The question now becomes: How is Pres-
ident Kagame�s dense network of allianc-
es improving the country? As Tony Blair ob-
served about Rwanda�s development, �The 
vision is one thing and to make it happen 
is another.� The president receives advice 
and assistance in a variety of sectors, but 
are the Rwandese people bene�ting? It is 
still too early to tell whether he is �walking 
the walk,� but I did encounter aspects of 
Rwandan �development� that throw doubt 
on the authenticity of his initiatives. For in-
stance, though Kigali appears highly devel-
oped�more so than the neighboring capital, 
Kampala�the rest of Rwanda lags far behind 
the conditions of rural Uganda. The beauti-
ful roads, fountains, green spaces, high pric-
es, and �ocks of muzungus�well-off white 
people�in the city may just be features of 
a highly localized development showpiece, 
while the rest of the state remains in need 
of assistance. 

How does the disparity in developmen-
tal support between the capital city and al-
most everywhere else re�ect on President 
Kagame�s true motivations? Aside from a 
genuine desire to develop Rwanda, should 
we seek alternative political explanations? 
From Rwandese university students and 
Ugandan businessmen in Rwanda, I heard 
much skepticism of his highly publicized at-
tempts to put the country on the �devel-

oped map.� To this end, some hold that the 
president�s actions are attempts to focus 
Western attention away from his controver-
sial tenure in the RPF. 

A Rwandese friend explained to me that 
former General Kagame may well be guilty of 
�revenge killings� (or simply, �mass killings�). 
Moreover, there is controversy over whether 
he should be tried in court over claims that 
he ordered the assassination of former Pres-
ident Habyarimana in 1994. Kagame said in 

a 2004 BBC interview that he was willing to 
stand trial for this second accusation, but in 
2007, he opposed the idea on the BBC pro-
gram HARDtalk. For over a year, French judge 
Jean-Louis BruguiŁre has been compiling a 
70-page dossier on Kagame to implicate him 
in the murder that is said to have triggered 
the genocide. When the �le was mentioned 
in an interview, the president answered, �It 
is 70 pages of trash, of nothing, and I assure 
you that.� He has vehemently criticized the 
merits of the case and its sources because 
of France�s alleged involvement in the geno-
cide. The date BruguiŁre�s allegations were 
�rst made public, the president cut diplomat-
ic ties with France.

Lastly, the Rwandese president has been 
under �re for sending troops back to the 
Democratic Republic of Congo, after of�cially 
withdrawing them in 2002, to engage Rwan-
dese Hutu militias. Kagame has not openly 
acknowledged his continued involvement in 
the Congo, but he has threatened to inter-
vene before. When a 2002 interviewer asked 
how newly deployed troops might operate, 
he answered, �Maybe in a different way from 
what we did last time. We�ll be more specif-
ic, we�ll target certain areas and certain posi-
tions�and just get out.� In public comments, 

“It is still too early to tell whether he is ‘walking the walk,’ but 
I did encounter aspects of Rwandan ‘development’ that throw 
doubt on the authenticity of his initiatives.” 



6     Columbia Political Review | cpreview.org 

Insuring the Dream
Fannie Mae, Freddie Mac, and a national ethos

Michael Tannenbaum

“Homeownership is more than just a symbol of the American 
Dream; it is an important part of our way of life. Core Amer-
ican values of individuality, thrift, responsibility, and self-re-
liance are embodied in homeownership. I am committed to 
helping more families know the security and sense of pride 
that comes with owning a home.”

President George W. Bush, National Homeownership Month Speech, 2003 

s the nation�s housing cri-
sis becomes increasingly 
politicized, Wall Street�
a phrase which today 
seems to fasten to any in-
dustry or person remotely 
associated with the real 

estate, �nancial services, or insurance 
industries�becomes further demonized. 
Politicians and businesses alike indict the 
greed of �Wall Street,� and they see such 
corruption as an injury to its opposite glit-
tering generality, �Main Street.� 

But the world of �nance, derivatives, 
and mortgage-backed securities, and the 
world of traditional industry, mom-and-
pop stores, and �rst-time home buyers, 
are not so binary. 

The recent nationalization of mortgage 
lenders Fannie Mae and Freddie Mac illu-
minates a more complex relationship at 
the con�uence of Main Street and Wall 
Street. The bailout of these agencies is 
different in principle from those of Bear 
Stearns, AIG, and Washington Mutual. The 
government did not just insure the as-
sets of Fannie and Freddie; it nationalized 
the companies. It did so for two reasons: 
as part of a much larger history of gov-
ernment involvement in housing, and be-
cause housing is special. There is some-
thing unique about homeownership in 
this country and in our culture.

By examining the intersection of hous-
ing and government, we can begin to un-
derstand the importance Americans place 
on homeownership. After all, the govern-
ment�s support for the housing market 
during this crisis is only the latest in a 
succession of policies that have privileged 
this sector over most others. The histo-
ry of this special relationship spans the 
Homestead Act of 1862 to Federal Hous-
ing Administration loans after World War 
II, public housing, and Section Eight fund-
ing for low-income families. Taken togeth-
er, these policies mark housing as excep-
tional.

In 1938, Congress created the Feder-
al National Mortgage Association, later 
dubbed �Fannie Mae,� to purchase loans 
from home lenders. The homeownership 
rate was then the lowest of the twenti-
eth century�the despond that preceded 
the post-World War II housing boom. Fan-
nie Mae allowed traditional lenders, such 
as small savings and loan enterprises, to 
sell loans and get repaid early, increas-
ing liquidity in the housing market. Fan-
nie Mae was chartered as a sharehold-
er-owned company in 1968. The Federal 
Home Loan Company, commonly known 
as Freddie Mac, was originally created in 
1970 to purchase loans made by institu-
tions that were part of the Federal Home 
Loan Bank System. In 1989, Freddie Mac 

went the way of its counterpart and be-
came publicly traded.

As they transitioned from federal to pri-
vate agencies, Fannie and Freddie main-
tained an ambiguous relationship with 
the government. Company stock could be 
traded on the New York Stock Exchange; 
company executives received compensa-
tion commensurate with those of other 
enormous �nancial institutions; and their 
balance sheets remained as risky as those 
of investment banks. But in chartering 
these companies and remaining involved 
with their corporate governance and op-
erations, the federal government implicit-
ly backed Fannie and Freddie paper. Such 
support is marked in the very term used 
to characterize Fannie and Freddie: Gov-
ernment-Sponsored Enterprises (GSEs).

Nomenclature aside, these companies 
became part and parcel of the government 
when the US Treasury explicitly acknowl-
edged its responsibility for the agencies 
in its September 2008 Senior Preferred 
Stock Purchase Agreement: �Because the 
US government created these ambiguities 
[in the charters of Fannie Mae and Fred-
die Mac], we have a responsibility to both 
avert and ultimately address the systemic 
risk now posed by the scale and breadth 
of the holdings of GSE debt and mortgage-
backed securities.� 

In reference to the recent bailout, NYU 
Stern School of Business Professor Law-
rence J. White said, �The current situa-
tion is not a story about Fannie and Fred-
die stoking the �ame of the real estate 
bubble.� To White, bailing out Fanny and 
Freddy is not complicit with Wall Street 
corruption. Instead, the government�s ef-
fort stabilizes the housing market and 
consummates its long-standing relation-

A
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Michael (CC’10) is currently a Re-
search Assistant at the Paul Mil-
stein Center for Real Estate at Co-
lumbia Business School. He has 

ship with homeownership.
The scale and breadth of Fannie and 

Freddie�s holdings are truly remark-
able, and both demonstrate how impor-
tant housing is to the economy and the 
American psyche. The initially innocu-
ous ambiguities surrounding the GSEs be-
came grave uncertainties as the nation�s 
mortgage markets expanded exponential-
ly alongside an ever-rising homeowner-
ship rate, which stood at 68.1 percent in 
the second quarter of 2008�higher than in 
most other industrialized nations. Mort-
gages of all varieties�from zero-down 
payment to those containing low �teaser 
rates� followed by much higher ones�te-
leologically led to more, and increasingly 
fragile, homeownership.

What allowed this lending was the prac-
tice of securitizing loans, which packages 
individual mortgage obligations and sells 
them off in slices to reduce risk. The idea 
is that underwriting one person�s mort-
gage is very risky, but underwriting one 
one-hundredth of 100 mortgages is much 
less so. Through securitization, smaller 
mortgage-lenders could sell mortgages for 
packaging, leaving the same lenders free 
to give credit to even more borrowers. Se-
curitization of mortgages and other forms 
of debt was crucial to the growth and re-
cent collapse of America�s banking indus-
try. As long as housing prices continued 
to rise, and the American Dream of ho-
meownership continued to be a reality 
for more and more Americans, Wall Street 
and Main Street continued to play nice.

As securitization emerged as integral to 
the prospect of homeownership in Ameri-
ca, the quasi-public GSEs became the nat-
ural place to store such a cultural burden. 
Fannie Mae and Freddie Mac came to own 
an incredibly large amount of the Ameri-
can Dream in the truest sense of the term. 
This Dream was extended to almost any-
one who sought it out in the form of now-
controversial subprime loans and loans to 
those with impaired credit. When home 
values started falling, homeowners began 
defaulting on their obligations and, as se-
curities unraveled, the government natu-
rally stepped in to protect the very ideal 
that it had done so much to propagate.

Columbia Business School Dean R. 
Glenn Hubbard and Senior Vice Dean 
and MBA Real Estate Program Direc-
tor Christopher Mayer recently pub-
lished �Let�s Stabilize Home Prices,� 
an editorial in the Wall Street Journal. 
They noted, �The decline in housing 
prices remains the elephant in the room 
in the discussion of the credit market de-
terioration.� Hubbard and Mayer illumi-
nate a very important nuance in this hous-
ing �asco: no one is really talking about 
falling home prices. This evasion in 
the national conversation is an 
extension of the coun-
try�s homeowner-
ship ethos. 

Homes are meant to be wealth builders 
and stockpiles of value, not speculative 
investments that ultimately foreclose. 
Homebuyers are builders and dreamers, 
and it runs counter to our culture of ho-
meownership to call anyone subprime, let 
alone un�t to own a home. 

The truth about Fannie Mae and Fred-
die Mac is the truth of American housing 
itself. Housing is special, and the govern-
ment treats Fannie and Freddie as such, 
both in their former lifetimes and in the 
recent bailout. This extraordinary treat-

ment is a function of homeownership as 
the American ethos invented it. 

America and its politicians must come 
to terms with, if not embrace, the link be-
tween Wall Street and Main Street�an in-
timacy manifest in the very existence and 
bailout of the GSEs. We may realize that 
not everyone is meant for homeowner-
ship�that it is not an unconditional good 
for all citizens. Those who �nd owning a 
home unsuitable must amend their Amer-
ican Dreams. 

held a number of internships with-
in the financial services industry 
and maintains an active interest in 
real estate and mortgage markets.

Rebekah Kim
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More Edouard Manet than Grandmaster Flash
Street Art, Street Life: From the 1950s to Now 

at the Bronx Museum of Art

Richard Prins

George Maciunas 

lancing at the press release 
for Street Art, Street Life: 
From the 1950s to Now, 
the newest exhibition at 
the Bronx Museum of Art, I 
was surprised to learn that 
the museum was founded 

in 1971. In that decade, buildings in the 
museum�s neighborhood on the Grand 
Concourse were generally more �amma-
ble than they were habitable, and the na-
tion watched them burn in the background 
while the Yankees won the World Series. 

It was the decade that the city request-
ed a federal bailout for its budget woes 
and did not receive a $700 billion handout, 
but was instead told by President Ford, via 
the Daily News, to �Drop Dead.� 

Out of this pit of privation and blight, 
the forms of street art we most closely 
identify with the Bronx began to spontane-
ously generate, much like weeds do from 
cracks in the sidewalk. Without a budget 
for interactive spaces, community centers, 
or even art classes in public schools, an 
embryo of hip hop culture was conceived 
at block parties all over the South Bronx. 
Street art was in vogue�scratched records, 
graf�ti and battling emcees�because the 
streets were all people had. 

So, I thought I knew what to expect 
from the exhibit when I read the state-
ment from the museum�s director, Holly 
Block, who explains, �The vitality of the 
Bronx �ows from its street culture, the 
connections people make on the corner, 
front stoop, or public park. During the pe-
riod of this exhibition, the museum will 
draw both from these roots and the glob-
al conversation.� If anything, I was worried 
that the exhibit might, in its zeal to put its 
host borough on the map, prove nothing 
more than a predictable retread of proto-
hip hop history�maybe an exhaustive ar-
chive of paint-sprayed subways from an 
unrecognizable New York of the 1980s, or 
just the latest canonizing of edgy urban 
art�s usual subjects (like Jean Michel Bas-

quiat, for example, who has posthumously 
received a cult following, biopics, and an 
entire exhibition of his work at the more 
established and better-endowed Brooklyn 
Museum of Art). 

But I was wrong: as it turned out, not 
a single artist from the Bronx was actual-
ly represented. The irony of my trip to the 
Bronx Museum of Art is that I came fearing 
an overdose of graf�ti-chic, and left near-
ly jonesing for it. 

Basquiat is there, though his name 
was conspicuously absent from the ex-
hibit poster. That�s because, instead of in-
cluding one of his paintings, the exhibit 
instead presents a series of photographs 
by Peter Moore of Basquiat�s graf�ti tag 
�SAMOô� (ubiquitous in the Lower East 
Side long before the neo-surrealist wun-
derkind blossomed into the art world�s re-
sponse to the trope of the tragic rock star). 
I found this to be an especially galling way 
for the museum to cover its bases: graf�ti 
and Basquiat, why not kill two queer birds 
with one showcase? 

Such a cursory treatment of an iconic 
black �gure reeks 
of tokenism, but, 
what�s worse, Bas-
quiat doesn�t even 
get his token: the 
credit for the work 
goes to Moore, the 
photographer, who 
is quoted as say-
ing, �If I don�t re-
cord these, they�ll 
be lost.� At best, 
this statement is 
disingenuous in the 
context of Basquiat, 
whose origins as a 
cryptic graf�ti art-
ist would be well-
known with or with-
out Moore waving 
from the bandwag-
on.

But, more to the point, it�s simply bi-
zarre for an exhibit about street art to priv-
ilege the archivist over the artist, valuing 
the second-hand source of the snapshot 
instead of the original form of the graf-
�ti. Essentially, the move rubberstamps 
the appropriation of a spontaneous art 
form by the art world at large, implying 
that Basquiat�s vandalism wouldn�t have 
mattered had it not met the approbation 
of the artistic powers that be. Bearing us 
back to that age-old philosophical ques-
tion: if a street urchin tags a brick wall and 
Andy Warhol doesn�t see it, did he ever re-
ally tag it at all?

It was at this moment that I felt the ex-
hibit encouraging me to look at the street 
through the imperial lens of the dominant 
art world. In truth, I should have realized 
this bias as soon as I walked into the mu-
seum and was greeted by an introductory 
paragraph alluding to Charles Baudelaire�s 
1863 essay, �The Painter of Modern Life:�

Poet and critic Charles Baude-
laire exhorted the impression-

G
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Jamel Shabazz

ists to paint modern subjects, 
such as Parisian boulevards, 
bridges and sidewalk cafes. He 
celebrated �the ephemeral, the 
fugitive, the contingent� quali-
ties found in the street and de-
scribed the �gure of the �âneur 
as a �gentleman stroller of city 
streets,� a detached man of lei-
sure observing his own urban 
milieu.

Expecting Grandmaster Flash, I wound 
up with Edouard Manet. The museum is 
divided into three rooms, arranged in a 
chronological manner. The �rst room, fea-
turing some of the most famous Ameri-
can photojournalists of the 1950s and 60s, 
dovetails with this neo-Baudelairian con-
ception of street art as a sort of passive 
and peripatetic voyeurism. A freewheeling 
urban grit pervades in these photos. A few 
portraits of Lower East Side drag queens are 
included from Robert Frank�s seminal 1958 
book, The Americans. Some proli�c snaps 
by Garry Winogrand follow, one capturing 
a priceless moment when a swift-stepping 
pedestrian, anonymously blurred, lifts his 
hand in slick protest against the camera. I 
couldn�t help but wonder if the 1950s ver-
sion of the �âneur was much more than a 
paparazzi of the common man.

Increasingly, the observation becomes 
obsessive. These artists may be �men of 
leisure,� but they are far from �detached.� 
Take Lee Friedlander�s eerie photo �New 
York City 1966,� where the shadow of 
the photographer�s face lands ominously 
on the back of a blonde lady�s fashion-
able coat, blurring the artist�s world with 
the fetishistic world of the stalker. Pho-
tographer William Klein doffs his voyeur 
shades, undertaking a strategy of provoca-
tion. His tactic was not to watch pedestri-
ans, but rather to accost them, aggressive-
ly shoving his camera in their faces. This 
resulted in the particularly brilliant �Gun 1, 
New York City,� in which a wizened, bull-
ish lady reacted by sticking an out-of-fo-
cus gun directly at the camera�s lens. Klein 

is applauded for so 
doggedly pursuing 
and inciting social 
fringes.

By portraying 
street life as resis-
tant to artistic incur-
sion, the exhibit en-
visions these artists 
as intrepid equals of 
the lowlifes and out-
casts at which they 
�ash. And this is 
when the true de-
sire behind the lens 
of the artist is be-
trayed: what artist 
does not harbor the 
vague wish that by 
observing and stir-
ring these hedonis-
tic and craven seg-
ments of society, he 
might gain the power 
to transform himself, 
if only for a day, into 
one of these crea-
tures?

Something about the selections struck 
me as inorganic, given that they were large-
ly the work of people who were ostensible 
outsiders to the haunts they represented. 
What about the autonomous rumblings of 
a local populace that isn�t held hostage by 
incorrigible creative types? I�d like to be-
lieve my concerns here went a little deep-
er than where�s the graf�ti at? Street Art, 
Street Life is curated by the Bronx Muse-
um of Art, in a borough with one of the 
world�s richest histories in both street life 
and street art, and yet not a single instal-
lation in the exhibit actually comes from 
the Bronx. 

There is one row of undeniably vibrant 
photographs in the second room that at 
least resembles the Bronx in landscape, 
shot in locales like Brooklyn�s East Flat-
bush. These are the photographs of Jamel 
Shabazz, who essentially serves as the to-
ken insider of the second room. I assign 

him insider status not because his last 
name is Shabazz, but because he happens 
to have been born in Brooklyn. His pho-
tographs include a picture of four black 
kids wearing red and white, striking play-
ful, masculine and conveniently geometric 
poses, as well as a picture of �ve girls rid-
ing down a block in a shopping cart. The 
curator�s explanation cites these pictures 
as �evidence of the reality of drugs, crime 
and poverty that pervaded these streets 
throughout the decade.� 

Okay, hold up. Let�s pause for a second. 
What if we�d been presented with a pho-
tograph of �ve white girls riding a shop-
ping cart down a block of brownstones? 
Most likely, the shot wouldn�t be entered 
into a court of real estate law as evidence 
of a blighted, drug-addled neighborhood. 
Shabazz�s attempt to portray a folksy, joy-
ful scene is apparently belied by the pri-

“I’d like to believe my concerns here went a little deeper than 
where’s the graffiti at ?”
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vation that the curator knows must exist 
there. Projecting a politics of consterna-
tion is a somewhat exasperating stretch, 
particularly because it negates the aes-
thetic and human richness of Shabazz�s 
photos.

Shabazz is joined in the second room 
by the motley bohemians who rounded 

out New York�s art scene in the 1970s and 
80s. The �rst installation is a project un-
dertaken by photographer Vito Acconci: 
every day, for a month, he chose a new 
downtown denizen to follow. Sometimes 
the stalking would last mere minutes un-
til the subject hailed a taxi; other times, 
he waited for hours outside his or her job. 
He duly recorded every move of the sub-
ject in a log, which is represented in full 
alongside two grainy snapshots of a hir-
sute Acconci photographing a subject un-
awares. 

Compare this piece to Friedlander�s 
menacing �New York City 1966,� which 
merely implied through clever use of 
shadow that the photographer might be 
stalking the posh female subject. Acco-
nci ups the stakes, making it his explicit 
mission to stalk, and instead of furnish-
ing us with a polished and aesthetically 
masterful print, he provides meticulous 
written evidence and two hasty snap-
shots taken by an associate. 

Tehching Hsieh, perhaps the most 
monastic performance artist I�ve ever 
encountered, outdoes Acconci�s month-
long project with a far more grueling 
year-long performance, during which 
he vowed not to enter any indoor loca-
tion. For a year, a sleeping bag and city 
streets were his only home. Like Acco-
nci, he systematically recorded his ex-

perience. We�re presented with �lmed ex-
cerpts of Hsieh lapping water from a leaky 
�re hydrant and relieving himself in a �eld 
overlooking an indeterminate river. One 
of his daily logs is also provided, a map 
of Lower Manhattan marked up with the 
time and place of various actions (�7:10 
AM, woke up; 10:15 AM, defecated�). His 

outdoor odyssey was only in-
terrupted once when he was 
forced to spend a night in jail, 
imaginably for vagrancy. 

So you see that these post-
modern �âneurs are far less 
anonymous, far more his-
trionic, than their predeces-
sors. Instead of feeding just 
on ephemera and Kodak mo-
ments, they thrive on con-
trivance. And, for these art-
ists, representing urban grit is 
no longer enough to suf�ce. 
Hsieh�s night in jail, though 

technically a breach of his outdoors vow, 
highlights his transformation from artist 
into bum. This theme of metamorphosis is 
continued through in David Wojnarovicz�s 
�Arthur Rimbaud in New York,� where a 
person is photographed wearing a paper 
mask of the late French poet, whilst impli-
cated in objectionable activities. One fea-
tures the masked actor with a hypodermic 
needle jammed in his arm, another lo-
cates him in Times Square in the midst of 
its seedy heyday. Wojnarovicz exhibits his 

own af�nity with outlaw poets of the past, 
his opinion of the role they might play in 
contemporary society, and, I would argue, 
his own desire to become Rimbaud.

A similar piece, �The Mythic Being 
Cruising White Women� by Adrian Piper, 
features photographs of an epicene, ra-
cially ambiguous �gure, ornamented by 
a large afro and curly moustache, walk-
ing, sitting or smoking cigarettes in down-
town streets. This �mythic being� is alleg-
edly found intimidating despite its wai�sh 
frame, and supposedly ironic because 
the performer was actually a white, fe-
male NYU student, publicly navigating her 
identity. These works imbue us with the 
perspective of the artist-outsider, whose 
mission is to bring tension to his/her com-
munity (and, lest it go unstated, gentri�ca-
tion). This must be why Shabazz�s attempt 
to record recreation�and a community�s 
makeshift effort to relieve tension�is so 
thoroughly misrepresented by the curator, 
who frames it as a portrayal of the tension 
that history assures us must have lurked 
in the background.

The third and �nal room of the exhib-
it covers the late 1990s and 2000s, and 
blows open this discussion of the reign-
ing art world�s tendency to necessitate its 
own stamp of approval. You might have 
noticed by now that at least 90 percent of 
the work in the �rst two rooms took place 
in New York. Yet this third room hosts 
mostly foreign works, particularly from de-

“Basquiat 
doesn’t even get 
his token.”


