‘Artists are basically people who are rebelling against accepted norms and belief.’  Discuss
The term “rebel” and “deviant” have often been used to describe artists as people see them as individuals who resist socially and culturally accepted norms and beliefs. But to term artists as “basically people who are rebelling” would be a rather reductive view of what artists can contribute to society. Norms and beliefs are established and accepted by one’s society, cultural context, and even the state, and to rebel against that would be deemed unruly and profane. Though some artists exhibit a flagrant disregard for accepted norms and beliefs and rebel for the pure deviant thrill of it, most artists rebel against norms and beliefs for a higher purpose. Artists rebel against these norms as a form of social commentary to challenge and redefine certain outmoded customs and beliefs, and that is more ennobling that just being a mere “rebel”. More than rebels, artists can also adhere to and even champion accepted values and beliefs as well. Artists are also people who can help one explore one’s emotions and the intangible self, and they can actually bring a community and society closer together with their work. Artists are definitely more than just delinquents and rebels, and can contribute greatly to our society with their creativity and ingenuity. 

There are certain artists who rebel against accepted norms and beliefs for the pure thrill of it, and are seen as unruly deviants by the rest of society. The early 20th century Dada movement’s central idea was to rebel against everything, and to rebel for the sake of rebelling. Works from the Dada movement like the “Fountain” and the “Fur Cup” (both by Marcel Duchamp) all exhibit vulgar and crass content that is at odds with societal norms, as “Fountain” was a “filthy display” of an upturned latrine and “Fur Cup” resembled female genitalia. Thus, for a time, Dada artists were considered miscreants who planned to disrupt the public domain with their rebellious and lewd works of art. More recently in 2012, a nudist art group in Russia staged a public orgy in front of the National Museum, prompting public outcry against their indecent act. These “artists” went against what was socially acceptable and instead assaulted the public’s modesty and defiled a public space with their sexual orgy. In light of these cases, certain artists can be said to be mere rebels against accepted norms and beliefs. 
However, most artists rebel against social norms and beliefs in order to challenge and redefine certain outmoded beliefs and customs. Through the social commentary that their works provide, artists aim to establish a “new normal”, or at least get people to re-evaluate and re-think certain passively accepted norms and beliefs. “Guesswho?” is a graffiti artist in India who spray-painted images of comic book characters kissing on the walls and streets of India in support of the Kiss to Love campaign, which was started to speak out against the disproportionate persecution of public displays of affection. People were getting arrested for harmless public display of affection such as kissing and hugging, and Guesswho’s artwork provided a subtle, non-confrontational avenue to discuss this issue, and get people to reassess the rather anachronistic and conservative belief that a couple cannot kiss and hug in public. In Singapore, Amanda Heng’s “Let’s Walk” installation speaks out against the need for women to doll themselves up for men. In this modern age, a woman should not have to slave over her appearance just to appease men, and Heng’s work stands in stark defiance of this outmoded social norm. Hence, even when artists rebel against accepted norms and beliefs, it is with a higher and nobler purpose to try and redefine certain outdated customs and beliefs that no longer apply to modern social contexts. 

More than rebels, artists are also people who can adhere to and even champion certain accepted norms and beliefs. Many artists have the important role of not only advancing, but also preserving the country’s social and cultural identity. To preserve the cultural and social identity of a community, artists have created many works that espouse and glorify the traditionally accepted norms and beliefs of the societies they reside in. An example would be Hendra Gunawan, an Indonesian artist who sought to capture the resilience of the Indonesian people, and depicts normal energetic and vivacious Indonesians who are steadfast in the face of adversity. His famous “Bride of the Revolution” depicts the usual vibrancy and dynamism of Indonesian society whilst glorifying the belief that Indonesians could be positive and resilient in times of war. Closer to home, Chua Mia Tee’s also help to preserve and espouse the beliefs and norms of Singaporean society. His “National Language Class” and “Workers in a Canteen” highlight the social norm of racial harmony and the peaceful co-existence of different races, and they exemplify the widely accepted belief of meritocracy and industriousness as it shows people of various races working together to achieve a common goal. From these works, it is clear that artists can adhere to and even champion accepted norms and beliefs. 

Moreover, rather than just rebelling, artists also have an integral role in helping individuals explore their own emotions and come to terms with their “intangible selves”. As opposed to rebels who would just spur on anarchy and negative emotions, artists can instead engage audiences on an emotional level with their work, allowing for a self-reflexive and introspective experience that allows them to question and navigate their emotional landscapes. Lang Lee’s poetry collection “Lullabies” compels one to delve into a world of romance, and to re-assess the romantic relationships one has experienced. It is relatable and almost conformist in the sense that it details the ups and downs of a normal romantic relationship that most in society may have experienced, such as having a crush, unrequited love, going on simple but heartwarming dates, and it taps on these common experiences to get readers to re-examine what a fulfilling relationship means to them. Antony Gormley’s installation “Blind Light” allows participants to come to grips with the ephemeral nature of human life and the mutability of human identity. As participants flounder in a glass room filled with discombobulating smoke clouds, they are challenged to review their own vulnerabilities and their dependence on others. Rather than present lewd and devious subject matter or starting a controversy like a rebel would, Gormley presents an effective dialogue on human mortality and one’s dependence on others, which are universal human beliefs. Art is an empathetic communicative medium that transcends language barriers, allowing artists to interact on an emotional level, and this is something that “rebels” would never even consider doing. Therefore, rather than stirring up anarchy and controversy with contentious subject matters as a rebel would, artists can present well-considered and sensible works to enable one to examine the social norms and beliefs that make up one’s identity and inner self. 

Furthermore, artists do not divide or disrupt a society like rebels and deviants tend to do, but bring people closer together as a community through their work. Art has served as a cultural blazon through the ages, allowing artists to encapsulate the beliefs and values of a community into works that have come to signify the unique identities of these communities. James Rosenquist’s “World Fair Mural” combines uniquely American symbols such as the stars and stripes and the Statue of Liberty to form a truly American representation of the values of liberty, justice and democracy. The fact that it was a rallying symbol for Americans at the World Fair shows the values of artists in forging unique communal identity that reflects accepted beliefs and values. Nanyang artist “Liu Kang” is credited and celebrated for helping to pioneer a unique Southeast Asian and Singaporean identity. His works like “National Day Parade” and “Indian Musicians” exhibit the vibrant diversity of Singapore and help to reinforce the social beliefs of multi-culturalism and racial harmony, and are effective in showing how people of different races can come together to form a cohesive society. Other initiatives such as Arts Outreach and Arts @ the Grassroots also serve to bring the community together through the appreciation of the visual and theatrical arts. Hence, artists help to strengthen a community’s understanding and practice of social norms and beliefs rather than disrupting them through rebellious acts. 

In conclusion, artists cannot be labelled as mere “rebels” or “delinquents” and be dismissed from general society. As opposed to rebels, artists are individuals who can champion social norms and beliefs, get one to examine how these norms and beliefs make up their own identity, and even reinforce the society’s understanding and practice of the beliefs and norms that it holds so dear. 

Lim Shao Yu (14A11)
You should not only focus on the benefits of art or the contributions of artists. More discussion of how artists are not merely rebelling against accepted norms is needed. Decent effort. 

