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Course Description
Nowhere are the competing legal, moral, ethical, and societal issues more apparent than in the arts. Nowhere is one’s avocation so completely open to challenges from so many parts of society. Social constraints, historically and of necessity, move and mutate according to the political climate of the day. How does that reality affect one’s work? How does that relate to the internal determinations of personal morality and ethical behavior made by the artist?

The class is intended to challenge, provoke, and illuminate the incredibly complex interplay of the legal, societal and personal constructs  that an artist faces. If what the artist is doing is legal, is it necessary to consider the ethical issues that might be involved in the work? If a model signs a release relinquishing all say in how the image is used, what does the artist do if the model decides later he doesn’t want the artist to use his image? Ethical behavior and legal considerations can be mutually exclusive.

What lines will be crossed by the artist? How will such decisions affect the commercial, critical, and legal aspects of the artist’s career? Are there lines that CANNOT be crossed? Who or what are the determining forces that draw those lines of demarcation? How does the responsibility to one’s self shape or determine the responsibility of the artist to society? Will the artist become (or remain) the equivalent of a sociopath and maintain ethical and moral standards determined completely internally? How will that same artist deal with the certain external judgments sure to come? 

How much of the work of another can be used, either legally or ethically? Will the answer change depending on being the user or the used? Is anything out of bounds for an artist? Should there be any constraint on art? Given that society exerts great pressure on any artist, how will those constraints be met and resisted?

With an ever expanding set of legal, institutional, and social (ie, politically correct) restrictions artists must contend with, the class will investigate a wide range of artists and art practices that have been deemed controversial.  The work of these artists demands that viewers consider issues such as exploitation, public endangerment, “harm” to the body, the meaning/limits of consent, web ethics, individual privacy, the use of chemical, biological or genetic materials, the artist’s responsibility to an audience, representation of anyone other than oneself, use of sexually explicit imagery/pornography, the use of animals, fabrication of lies passed off as truth.  There is no singular view point in any of these arguments and the class will asked to participate in a debating format that requires taking a position not necessarily that of the individual student. 

Among the artists to be presented and discussed are Merry Alpern, Ron Athey, Vanessa Beacroft, Shizuka Yokomizo, Chris Burden, Barbara Nitke, Nancy Burson, Maurizio Cattelan, Sophie Calle, Maurizio Cattelan, Catherine Chalmers, Critical Art Ensemble, Andrea Fraser, Nikki Lee, Mathilde Heijne, Allison Jackson, Edwardo Kac, Katarzyna Kozyra, Nikki Lee, Isaac Leung, Robert Mapplethorpe, Laurel Nakadate, Sophie Calle, David Nelson, Santiago Serra, Coco Fusco, Andres Serrano, “Show and Tell,” Kerry Skarbakka, Jemima Stehli, Amber Hawk Swanson, Dread Scott Tyler, Gunther Von Hagens, Gillian Wearing, Joel-Peter Witkin, Xu Bing, Trevor Paglan, Jonathan Yegge.

Readings will include relevant texts from various disciplines. A broad historical perspective will be presented to afford students a framework of thought and ideas from which to consider their own personal paradigms. Additionally, assigned readings from contemporary authors will address responsibility to self and others; bodies, agency, and gendered embodiment; social/public space; the artist’s relationship to non-human species; and the many ethical, moral, legal and philosophical dilemmas presented by postmodernity. 

Two books are required for the class, both of which can be purchased through Amazon either new or used.  They are:

Ethics: The Classic Readings, ed. David Cooper, Robert L. Arrington, James Rachels ($35/16)

On Liberty, John Stuart Mill  ($10/3)

All other assigned readings will be posted on line.

Your grade will be based on 2 things:

1.  A 10 page paper on a topic of your specific interest, or an interest that arises out of discussions or reading.  These topics will be determined through consultation with us.  Your ability to argue your position clearly, concisely, and articulately without spelling errors or grammatical mistakes is of utmost importance.  The first draft of the paper is due March 8, and the final revision is due the last day of class, May10.  

2.   Your full participation and engagement in reading, discussion, and debate.  

