




AROUND THE GALLERIES

Mark Tribe's Port Huron Project via 
Los Angeles Contemporary Exhibitions

REENACTMENT: Actor Ricardo Dominguez performs a César Chávez speech during Mark Tribe’s 
“We Are Also Responsible.”

By Christopher Knight, Times Art Critic
July 25, 2008

Early Saturday evening, Providence, R.I.-based artist Mark Tribe orchestrated a reenactment of a 1971 
speech by Chicano labor activist César Chávez protesting the Vietnam War. On the South Lawn of 
Exposition Park, midway between the Natural History Museum and the Coliseum, a call went out for 
"organized and disciplined nonviolent action," aimed squarely at those "seeking [their] manhood in 
affluence and war."



Actor Ricardo Dominguez spoke from the podium to a crowd that numbered perhaps one-tenth of the 
2,600 who had gathered in the park 37 years earlier. Tribe's audience, in fact, was roughly equal to the 
number of uniformed police and plainclothes officers reported at the original (peaceful) event. Most of 
the attendees were probably not yet born then or were too young to remember when the brilliant, 
charismatic Chávez joined Jane Fonda, Donald Sutherland and other speakers calling for nonviolent 
civil disobedience to deter American militarism abroad.

The original event represented cross-fertilization in two New Left social movements, pro-labor and 
antiwar. Its star power -- Fonda and Sutherland's Oscar-winning "Klute" was just about to be released -- 
also gained special wattage from Chávez's presence. Two weeks earlier, when the California Supreme 
Court unanimously ruled that his free speech rights were violated by an injunction against a lettuce 
boycott, he had been released from jail. He had been locked up for contempt.

The performance piece, funded by New York's Creative Time and coordinated by Los Angeles 
Contemporary Exhibitions, was the fourth of six reenactments in Tribe's Port Huron Project. It was no 
doubt a bit less surreal here than the first three might have been.

During the last 22 months, a 1968 Coretta Scott King speech was staged in New York City's Central 
Park, a 1971 address by author and activist Howard Zinn was repeated on Boston Common, and a 
speech given at the 1965 march on Washington by Paul Potter, president of Students for a Democratic 
Society, was given again on the National Mall. (Tribe's project takes its name from the Port Huron 
Statement, the 1962 manifesto of the SDS, which was formed in Port Huron, Mich.) In August, an 
actress in Oakland will re-create an Angela Davis speech, and in September an actor portraying Stokely 
Carmichael will repeat a speech near United Nations headquarters in Manhattan.

What made the L.A. component seem commonplace was of course the proximity of Hollywood, where 
camera crews filming scripted action on the streets are plentiful.

Chávez's words are as meaningful today as they were then, and the occupation of Iraq provided a 
transparent if unspoken context. Likewise, Potter talked about the government's use of the rhetoric of 
freedom to justify war, Zinn called on Congress to impeach the president and vice president, and Scott 
King spoke of women's untapped political power. Plus ça change, plus c'est la même chose.

But it's the scripted, taped and electronically distributed nature of these performances that is distinctive,  
differentiating them from the originals. Tribe's "We Are Also Responsible" -- a line from Chávez's 
speech that disparages the common tendency to blame "the bosses" while waiting for them to act -- is 
performance art about the process of one person making a freely distributed Internet video.

The performance at Exposition Park was staged, directed and repeated three times so different camera 
setups could be arranged.

It employed two actors (Brian Valparaiso was the second) and involved the participation of the 
audience as extras. The edited results of all six parts are finding their way onto blip.tv and YouTube -- 
search for "Port Huron Project" -- and the Chávez piece should be online in mid-August. In the fall, 
portions will make their way onto a jumbo screen in New York's Times Square and to a show about art 
and political engagement at the New York Armory. The Port Huron Project is a kind of digital samizdat, 
a technological twist on the distribution of political leaflets that is as American as Tom Paine and as 
revolutionary as farmers and small-business men toppling the combined power of George III and the 
East India Co.



Activism seemed futile when, despite the hundreds of thousands of people flooding into city streets 
around the world in protest before the invasion of Iraq, the ill-fated war went on. Yet there's a 
difference between old models based on mass culture, which had their zenith in the 1960s era of these 
original speeches, and the new "niche culture" of our high-tech present. Mass culture is effectively 
over. The possibility for closing the contemporary gap between activism and the individual is underway 
in the netroots -- activist blogs and other online communities, including artistic ones.

At the end of Dominguez's second performance of the Chavez speech, the crowd spontaneously erupted 
into a loud chant of "Si! Se puede! Si! Se puede!" Under the circumstances, it resonated as an Obama 
moment.

Los Angeles Contemporary Exhibitions, 6522 Hollywood Blvd., Hollywood, (323) 957-1777. Closed 
Mondays and Tuesdays. www.artleak.org
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                     Brendan Smialowski for The New York Times 
 
WASHINGTON, July 26 — It’s not an unfamiliar tableau these days: people gathered on a grassy expanse of the 
National Mall here, listening to someone deliver an impassioned antiwar speech with phrases like “aggressive, activist 
foreign policy,” “the war we are creating,” “vigorous governmental efforts to control information” and “distorted or 
downright dishonest documents.” At some point, the crowd breaks into applause and a young woman yells out, “That’s 
right!” 

She shouts this, however, just after the speaker behind the lectern refers to men with last names like Johnson, Rusk and 
Bundy and to the destinies of the Vietnamese people. And at its high point, the crowd numbers only about 30 people, 
many of them involved in videotaping, recording and photographing the event as flags snap majestically in the wind 
around the Washington Monument. 

In other words, if you had wandered into this spectacle on Thursday evening, you would have found yourself not exactly 
in the midst of an actual protest but somewhere slightly removed, in the disorienting territory where art meets political 
engagement. 
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The firebrand orator was Max Bunzel, a 23-year-old actor from New York, juggling the role between movie auditions — 
for a fee, although he said that the speech, originally delivered by Paul Potter, the president of Students for a Democratic 
Society, during the 1965 march on Washington, genuinely moved and affected him. Most of the college-age spectators 
gathered there in a clutch were fully aware they were witnessing art, but by the end they also seemed not to be simply 
playing along but to be genuinely engaged by Mr. Potter’s arguments. 

Mark Tribe, an artist and assistant professor of modern culture and media studies at Brown University, has organized a 
series of such re-enactments at sites where important speeches of the New Left originally took place, and he says his 
intention was precisely to create such a strange cultural and political straddle. The goal was to use the speeches not just as 
historical ready-mades or conceptual-art explorations of context, he said, but also maybe as a genuine form of protest, to 
point out with the help of art how much has changed, yet how much remains the same. 

Or, in Mr. Tribe’s view, has grown worse since the era when Mr. Potter urged his listeners, with characteristic 1960s 
deconstructionist fervor, to “name the system” that allowed the Vietnam War to happen. 

“Forty years has elapsed,” Mr. Tribe said, “and the system that Paul Potter talked about has gotten so much more 
sophisticated. The military-industrial complex or capitalism or whatever you want to call it has globalized and intensified.” 

The speech by Mr. Potter (who died several years ago) is the third so far in what Mr. Tribe calls the Port Huron Project, 
named after the New Left manifesto. The first, performed last summer in Central Park, was a re-enactment of a 1968 
speech by Coretta Scott King, and the second, this month on Boston Common, was a reprise of a speech given in 1971 
by the activist Howard Zinn urging widespread civil disobedience. Creative Time, the New York public-art organization, 
has agreed to help produce three more speeches next year. 

The project fits into a growing subgenre of historical re-enactment as performance art. Among the best-known 
practitioners is the British artist Jeremy Deller, who won the 2004 Turner Prize. In 2001 he staged a re-creation of a 
seminal event in British labor history, a 1984 confrontation between the police and thousands of miners in Yorkshire, 
England, who were protesting layoffs. His epic re-enactment, filmed with the help of the director Mike Figgis, used vintage 
clothes, hundreds of extras and thousands of fake bricks (to be thrown by the pretend miners). 

Mr. Tribe, by contrast, puts inexpensive ads in Backstage and other theatrical publications and hires one actor per 
speech, after auditioning many. “We get deluged by applicants,” he said, adding with a grin, “We do callbacks.” (Mr. 
Bunzel, the actor for the Potter speech, who was born almost a decade after the Vietnam War ended, heard about it 
through friends.) 

Mr. Tribe found the plain pine lectern he uses for the speeches through craigslist.com. And, with the help of a handful of 
his students, he schleps it and some basic sound and video equipment around to the sites, using the Internet to try to draw 
people whom he hopes will feel the ground shifting a little beneath their feet. 

“It doesn’t fit neatly into any category,” he said. “Is it protest? Well, no, not quite. Is it theater? Not really. What is it? Are 
we in the present tense? Yes, but we’re hearing this speech that was given 42 years ago.” 

“There’s a real kind of surreal quality,” he said. “It flips back and forth. It’s unsettling.” 

He said he began to think about such re-enactments when he started teaching at Brown, his alma mater, in 2005 and 
found that students who said they opposed the war in Iraq did little about it. “There were no protests,” he said. “My 
students didn’t even seem to want to talk about it.” 

His motivation for the project was also — as is the case in many artworks — partly personal, he said, a way to connect with 
childhood memories of his parents’ political involvement. (His father is Laurence H. Tribe, the Harvard law professor 
and frequent champion of liberal causes.) 

“I find that time really inspiring, exciting to think about,” he said.  
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Sometimes the historical conjunctions at such events are more than just conceptual. As Mr. Bunzel began to speak, Paul 
R. Booth, the organizer of the 1965 march, joined the crowd. Mr. Booth, now assistant to the president of the American 
Federation of State, County and Municipal Employees in Washington, said he remembered how the original speech, 
heard by 20,000 protesters, the largest American antiwar crowd up to that point, “really blew everybody’s mind.” 

Some of the spectators in the crowd on Thursday did not describe their reactions to the re-enactment quite the same way. 
Russell Mann, who showed up after reading about the event in the newspaper and stood at the edge of the crowd, said he 
served as a mechanical engineer on an air base near Saigon in 1973 and feels the United States should never have 
abandoned its fight in Vietnam. 

“I’m not on the side of these people,” Mr. Mann said, scowling and gesturing toward Mr. Bunzel. “I just came to hear 
what I missed in 1965.” 
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SPEAK OUT: A demonstration, organized as part of Tribe’s project, contrasts with 
today’s more muted anti-war movement. 
 
In the fall of 2005, when the artist and curator Mark Tribe began teaching at Brown 
University, he was struck by how little protest there was on campus at a time of war. 
 
“My students appeared initially to me to be really apathetic,” Tribe, who is in New York 
while on sabbatical from Brown’s department of Modern Culture & Media, tells me. “I 
learned very quickly that they weren’t — that they in fact cared passionately about 
everything from Iraq to global warming to immigration policy, labor exploitation, in 
terms of outsourcing manufacturing to Southeast Asia. But they seemed to believe that 



resistance was futile, or at least that the kind of standard forms of protest that became 
well known during the Vietnam era were ineffective.” 
 
Instead, his students taught English-as-a-Second-Language classes to “undocumented 
workers,” fought restrictions on music file sharing, and made documentary videos about 
Central and South America. 
 
“I started just thinking about how protest had changed in the 40 years since the ’68 
national Democratic convention in Chicago,” Tribe says, “or since 1966 when I was 
born.” 
 
This led Tribe, who is best known for founding the prominent new media art news and 
archive Web site Rhizome.org in 1996, to launch a series of six re-enactments of “New 
Left” Vietnam-era protest speeches by the likes of Stokely Carmichael, Angela Davis, 
Cesar Chavez, and Peter Potter, with actors delivering the original text at or near where 
the speech was first given. Tribe called it The Port Huron Project, after the 1962 
manifesto for social justice, peace and community building by the Students for a 
Democratic Society when they formed in Port Huron, Michigan. 
 
The project — part art, part protest — began in September 2006 with an actress standing 
before a modest crowd in New York’s Central Park, reciting a speech that Coretta Scott 
King gave three weeks after her husband was assassinated in 1968: “The work of 
peacemaking must continue until the last gun is silent.” The speeches (view them at 
Tribe’s Web site: nothing.org) call for racial equality, aid for the poor, and an end to the 
Vietnam War. 
 
The speeches are moving — and disorienting. Tribe purposely selected texts that are alive 
in their parallels with today — particularly to the war in Iraq. 
 
“Port Huron couldn’t be more timely,” says New York artist and curator Lee Wells, who 
included The Port Huron Project in an exhibit at New York’s Pace University last fall and 
is bringing it to upcoming exhibits in Russia. “Outside of them saying Vietnam, these 
same exact speeches could be given today.” 
 
But the old speeches are also sealed off in their era, their teeth filed down by all the years 
that have passed. By 2003, when the Bush administration launched its war in Iraq, the 
absence of a draft, combined with the post-9/11 environment, effectively undercut a 
broad and sustained public protest movement. 
 
So now, on the eve of an election in which we look again to replace a Texas president 
who led the nation into an ill-considered war, Tribe’s project raises questions about the 
parallels between now and then, and about the effectiveness of politically engaged art and 
activism. In particular, what is its relevance with Bush on his way out and the prospect of 
some sort of winding down in Iraq? 
 
Unearthing the past 



 
“The people who engage in civil disobedience are engaging in the most petty of disorders 
in order to protest against mass murder,” a lanky actor said into microphones at a 
temporary podium before a small crowd in sunny, leafy Boston Common. 
 
It was July 2007, and Tribe had hired the performer to recite a speech given there in 1971 
by Howard Zinn, the Boston-area activist, historian, and World War II veteran, urging 
civil disobedience against the Vietnam War. “We need to do something to disturb that 
calm, smiling, murderous president in the White House,” the actor said. The audience 
applauded. 
 
“So let’s restore the meaning of words,” the actor continued. “And let’s tell the world that 
the government has committed high crimes, and that we don’t want to continue being 
accomplices to these crimes. And to do that we have to say that in every way our 
consciousness compels and in every way our imaginations suggest.” The crowd clapped 
again — endorsing Zinn’s words as a sort of past-present anti-Vietnam-Iraq, anti-Nixon-
Bush charge. 
 
“The two things that the reenactment and the original event have in common are the text 
of the speech and the location,” Tribe explains. “What makes it so strange is you’re 
standing in the same place that somebody stood 40 years ago hearing the same speech, 
but the world has changed around you.” 
 
Zinn, now 86, was invited to the performance but didn’t attend, and he hasn’t seen the 
video. 
 
But he tells me that Tribe’s project is “a good idea especially, because it’s so important 
for people to remember Vietnam now that we’re bogged down in a war that has a number 
of similar characteristics to Vietnam. And since the government has been trying to bury 
the memory of Vietnam so people won’t think about it . . . This is a way of giving 
historical perspective to what’s going on now and a way of bringing attention to what’s 
going on now, but bringing attention in a way that gives some historical depth to what’s 
going on now. 
 
“I think the Vietnam experience is a very crucial one in getting people to understand that 
what’s happening now is not an aberration, it’s a continuation of American foreign 
policy, which has been based for a long time on fear and deception and a militarist 
approach to world problems.” 
 
Art and politics 
 
Last month in New York, Tribe wrapped up the performance part of Port Huron by 
staging the sixth and final re-enactment. Now he’s organizing exhibits of videos 
documenting the events and plans to turn them into a book and DVD. 
 



How to gage Port Huron’s effectiveness? It has already attracted favorable write-ups in 
the New York Times, Los Angeles Times, the Boston Globe, and New York magazine — 
even though the project is only beginning to appear in galleries. 
 
“I have gotten way more press for my little re-enactments than 20,000 marchers get,” 
Tribe acknowledges. The lesson, he thinks, is that media-savvy theatrics deployed by 
’60s activists like Abbie Hoffman and the Yippies may be a key in bringing attention to 
causes. 
 
At the same time, the project’s catchy time-warping, everything-old-is-new-again 
concept perhaps most makes it a creature of the art world, where it stands part of a trend 
in historical re-enactment. 
 
In 2004, John Malpede re-enacted Robert Kennedy’s famed 1968 tour of poor Kentucky 
communities. Jeremy Deller’s 2001 video, The Battle of Orgreave, re-enacted a 1984 
clash between police and striking British miners. In 2005, Sharon Hayes stood on New 
York streets holding placards from notable past protests, including “I am a man” and 
“Ratify the ERA now.” 
 
All this recycling and appropriation seems a reflection of the continuing influence of 
post-modernism — and nostalgia. And perhaps it serves to make politics more palatable 
to an art world in which the subjects of Iraq, Afghanistan, and the “War on Terror” are 
largely absent. 
 
Why not just address Iraq directly? 
 
Re-enactment “operates on more levels,” Tribe says, and is more “interesting, thought-
provoking, less predictable perhaps. There’s inherent complexity in compare and 
contrast. Maybe that’s part of what enables it to function as art rather than simply as 
politics.” 
 
Ivette Luna, an organizer for racial, social and economic justice with Ocean State Action, 
has not seen Tribe’s work, but says, “I think it’s important for us to revisit what we have 
done and where we’ve been to move forward in an intellectual manner. I think we keep 
repeating the bad stuff. Anything we do to try to capture and continue to push our 
message forward is important to our work.” 
. 
Forty years ago today 
 
“One question that’s formed in my mind,” Tribe says, “since I started working on this a 
couple years ago, is: What would it feel like to believe that together with other like-
minded peers I could really change the course of history and open up possibilities for a 
radically different future? 
 



“This idea that, in words quoted by Stokely Carmichael, ‘Let another world be born.’ 
Could you and I and a few hundred other people get together and spawn a new world? It 
doesn’t seem that way. But people seemed to be able to imagine that 40 years ago.” 
 
Forty years ago, the anti-war movement was changing the mood of the country, and with 
it the direction of the war, but the fighting still dragged on. 
 
In the 1968 presidential campaign, Democrat Hubert Humphrey became the standard-
bearer for the party that had escalated US involvement in the Vietnam War in the early 
’60s, but was now pursuing an end to hostilities. 
 
Richard Nixon narrowly defeated Humphrey by rallying the “silent majority” of 
Americans disaffected or downright offended by the civil rights and anti-war movements, 
and by pledging “to bring an honorable end to the war.” American troops, though, didn’t 
leave Vietnam until five years later, in 1973. 
  
The length of US involvement in the Vietnam War helps undercut arguments about the 
effectiveness of the anti-war movement. 
 
On the other hand, there’s been much talk lately of conservative ideas trumping liberal 
ones over the past four decades — with little acknowledgment of the role played by 
conservative violence and government-sponsored extra-legal assaults. 
 
Since World War II, there’s a through line from police and civilian attacks on civil-rights 
activists, to Southern politicians’ brazen defiance of federal civil rights regulations, to 
Chicago cops rioting against war protestors at the 1968 Democratic Convention. That 
year, right-wing fringe figures assassinated preeminent civil rights and anti-Vietnam war 
leaders Martin Luther King Jr. and Robert Kennedy. 
 
Conservative violence continued with attacks on abortion clinics and the 1995 bombing 
of the Murrah Federal Building in Oklahoma City. This lineage plays as undercurrent to 
recent threats against Barack Obama — like a man yelling “off with his head” at a 
McCain-Palin rally in Pennsylvania on October 8. 
 
Crime and violence weren’t the sole territory of the right, but fringe left groups like the 
Weathermen and the Black Panthers attacked the bottom of the right (cops and 
buildings), while the fringe right exterminated liberal leaders. After the ’68 Chicago 
convention, five protest organizers were convicted of inciting a riot. (The verdicts were 
later overturned.) The result: a generation of major liberal leaders murdered or sentenced 
to jail. How could a movement not sputter with its brightest leaders eliminated? 
 
Still, protests won civil rights for African-Americans and other minorities, for women 
and homosexuals. The presidential candidacies of Obama and Hillary Clinton, the vice 
presidential candidacy of Sarah Palin, and last Friday’s Connecticut State Supreme court 
ruling legalizing gay marriage attest to this. But protests against the Iraq War have been 



largely shrugged off by the Bush Administration and the mainstream press, and the 
protests themselves have been sporadic. 
 
The advent of the Internet has also radically changed the playing field. It has become a 
major tool in left-leaning organizing, fund-raising, advocacy and critique — from 
MoveOn.org  and Howard Dean  to Daily Kos and Barack Obama — engaging millions 
of people, but in a way more removed from the public square. 
 
Luna says, “I think we’re starting to see a new wave [of engagement] due to the different 
realities we’re entering now” — our wars, economic crisis, the lack of health care. “But I 
still think it’s not to the same extent” as the Vietnam era. 
 
Zinn says, “Obviously the anti-war movement is not as strong now as it was in the 
strongest years of the movement then. But I don’t think it should be compared to the high 
point of resistance, which was 1969, ’70, ’71. I think it should be better compared to the 
early years of the Vietnam War, because it’s still a developing movement. 
 
“It’s taking longer this time for the American people — although obviously there’s been 
a change in the American people, two-thirds of them are now opposed to the war, where 
two-thirds were initially for the war. But still they’re taking a longer time for the anti-war 
movement to develop and a longer time for soldiers, veterans to organize.” 
 
“If we’re going to compare them,” Zinn adds, “I think we have to compare them at 
different times in their development and see what’s happening now as a step on the way 
to a larger movement against the war.”   
 
You can read Greg Cook’s blog at gregcookland.com/journal. 
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