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INTRO:  -- board of governors, Richard Haas, whose work I'm sure many of you are familiar 
with, and Richard is here to introduce our guest of honor. [Applause] 
 
RICHARD  HAAS:  Thank you, Barbara. I, too, would like to welcome everyone here, aside 
from the students, all the community members, and the members of the boards, and everyone 
tonight. I think we're very lucky in having John Frohnmayer, whom, I'm sure, most of you know, 
at least by name, at this point.  
  
By way of introduction, John Frohnmayer was born in Medford, Oregon, in 1942. He's married 
to Lee Thorpe Frohnmayer. They have two sons, Jason and Aaron, and, as he says here, he's a 
competitive rower and avid skier. John Frohnmayer graduated in 1964 from Stanford University, 
where he received a BA in American history. He later attended Union Theological Seminary in 
New York, from '64 to '65, as a Rockefeller fellow, and served as an officer on active duty in the 
United States Navy from '66 to '69. Mr. Frohnmayer received a master's degree in Christian 
ethics from the University of Chicago in 1969, and in '72 received his JD from the University of 
Oregon. He was the editor-in-chief of the Oregon Law Review from '71 to '72, and was elected to 
the Order of the "Coif," which is a legal, honorary position, in 1972. More recently he was a 
chairman of the Oregon Arts Commission, and a seasoned trial lawyer in Oregon, where he had a 
very active role in dealing with the culture of that area. In July, 1989, John Frohnmayer was 
nominated by President Bush as the fifth chairman of the National Endowment for the Arts, and 
was unanimously confirmed by the senate. He was fired from his job -- as casualty of the 
Republican presidential primary campaign, in February 1992, and left office May 1, 1992.  
  
Another, I think, very important point is that he is an accomplished singer, having appeared in 
recital, oratorio, musical comedy, and other musical productions in New York City, Chicago, 
California and Oregon. Another sort of parenthetical note, that's not in these notes, is that he was 
recently named -- or, shall I say, accused of being -- a member of the cultural elite [laughter], 
and has confessed to having tendencies in this direction. 
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So, without adieu, I'd like to present, John Frohnmayer. [Applause] 
 
JOHN  FROHNMYER:  You mentioned music, and it's humbling to reflect that in the realm of 
artistic and intellectual achievement, by the time Mozart was my age, he had been dead for 
sixteen years. 
  
I want to talk a little bit about history, both the history of law and the history of censorship, then 
relate that to the present situation in which we find ourselves. Because my message really is that 
none of us, as artists or as citizens, can afford to be passive in an era when artists have been 
targeted as enemies of society. Thomas Paine, the great pamphleteer and the writer of Common 
Sense, the advocate for the Constitution and its amendments, said, in 1787, at the time the 
Constitution was being confirmed and the amendments were being proposed, "He that would 
make his own liberty must guard even his enemy from oppression, for if he violates this duty he 
establishes a precedent which will reach himself." 
  
It's interesting that Thomas Paine said this, not because it's any high-flown, philosophical 
statement, but because it is such a practical statement. "I will defend your right to speak, because 
I may need you to defend mine" -- the absolutely utilitarian way of approaching the whole idea 
of government and how we govern ourselves. It gives rise to the idea that democracy is never 
fixed and it's never certain. It's a plastic kind of institution that is always in the process of 
becoming, and as it becomes, it requires each of us to take a part in determining how it is that 
democracy will manifest itself, in our generation and the generations to come. 
  
In that regard, the First Amendment, which gives us the ability to speak, is, in my view, the 
bedrock of what it is to be an American. That amendment says, "Congress shall make no law 
respecting an establishment of religion, or prohibiting the free exercise thereof, or abridging the 
freedom of speech, or the press, or the right of the people peaceably to assemble, and to petition 
the government for a redress of grievances." What that very simple paragraph says is that we 
hold within ourselves, as the people, the right to think, the right to choose with whom we will 
associate, the right to speak freely, and the right to have or not have, as we choose, religion. 
  
The other thing that the First Amendment gives us is the possibility to live in a robust society, a 
society in which ideas are freely discussed, and truth emerges from that marketplace of ideas, as 
opposed to the ideas that are impressed upon us by anyone or any group. The real rub comes 
when the government decides it's going to support the arts, and when the artists -- as artists are 
wont to do -- express ideas that some think are radical, or blasphemous, or crude, and in that 
circumstance we encounter the kind of free-for-all we have seen in public arts in the United 
States over the last three years. Congress has gotten more mail in the last three years over the arts 
issue than it has over the savings and loan crisis. To put that in perspective for you, the savings 
and loan crisis will cost each of you at least $2,000, and it may cost your children an equal 
amount or more. The arts endowment costs each of you sixty-eight cents per year, for everything 
that we do. 
  
The argument I have frequently heard advanced is, "Artists can do whatever they please, but not 
with my tax dollars." Actually, the phrase is "not with my hard-earned tax dollars." It's a single 
word that's always used. The point of that is not that artists are out doing anything that is so 



 

 3

radical or so different from what artists have always done, but, rather, what I think is a very 
mistaken idea, that tax payers have a line-item veto over what the arts endowment does. It's as if 
the same taxpayer were to support the proposition that he or she could veto an M-1 tank or a B-2 
bomber, or could veto a particular highway segment, or an agricultural policy. Somehow the arts 
have been single out a being different from the rest of what government does. They've been 
singled out as an area in which everyone is an expert, and everyone has the right to say yes or no 
to whatever it is that he or she happens to object to -- which, by the way, that person probably 
hasn't seen, but only heard about from someone else, who hasn't seen it either. [Chuckling] 
  
What we are supposed to subscribe to in this country is the proposition, as Justice Brennan put it, 
in a slightly different context, that of defamation law, that there is no such thing as a false idea; 
that what happens with the ideas that are put forth in our society is that they stand or fall on the 
basis of their own intellectual power.  
  
So what should we do about the art that some deem to be offensive? Can citizens be compelled 
to pay for that? My answer is unequivocally yes, but with one caveat, that being that the 
government doesn't have to support the arts at all. There's nothing in the Constitution that says 
we shall have a National Endowment for the Arts, and the closest we come to it in terms of 
Constitutional support is Article I, Section 8, which says that Congress may provide for the 
common defense and general welfare. Yet there is no government that makes claim to be 
civilized that has not supported the arts, either in our century or in the centuries that have 
preceded us. If the United States wants to be a leader in the realm of ideas and of the spirit, it 
must support the arts, and give to the citizens the right not just to physical protection, but to an 
environment which will help them to fulfill themselves in their intellectual, emotional and 
spiritual selves. That's why the government ought to support the arts. 
  
But there's another reason beyond that -- beyond the actual art works that are created or the 
geniuses that are supported, and that is that support of the arts injects the civilization with an 
incredible amount of energy, energy that is like a storage battery; in arts education, energy that 
helps children to recognize what it is to be a person who is in control of one's own mind. That 
kind of energy expends itself over decades, and it really can't be quantified. But it isn't just the 
end-product of art that is important to our society. It is this injection of energy and real vitality 
into the society, that those who are artists bring to the table. 
  
The word I heard perhaps more than any other over the time I was chairman of the Endowment 
was "outrage." People are "outraged" over the art that they have heard about, the art that is being 
cast in terms of pornography or blasphemy by the American Family Association, or Pat 
Robertson, or Concerned Women Against -- Concerned Women For American (excuse the slip), 
and various other groups that have chosen the arts as their current bogeyman. In fact, one lady I 
saw in San Antonio, Texas was outraged that I had quoted Thomas Jefferson. The quote I used 
from Thomas Jefferson was the one that appears around the circumference of the Jefferson 
Memorial in Washington, D.C., that says, "I have sworn upon the altar of God eternal hostility 
toward all forms of censorship over the mind of man." Outrage. Outrage, like obscenity, or 
decency, or family values, has been used so recklessly that the words have been bleached of any 
meaning. "I'm outraged because the salt shaker is half full. I'm outraged because the Orioles 
booted a three-run lead." People are outraged because it's easier to be outraged than it is to be 
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intelligent. It's easier to be outraged than it is to grapple with the issues that artists are often 
bringing up in our society. In fact, our society has become so polite, we have become so 
concerned about not giving offense, that we have developed a kind of social kabuki, where we go 
through elaborate kinds of dances, so that we don't have to confront the kinds of issues that 
confound us. That's why Congress could decide, in the summer of 1990, that the two issues that 
would be most important, and would dominate the rest of that Congress, were the National 
Endowment and the flag. Leave aside the savings and loan scandal; the economic scandal; the 
military scandal; every other thing you can think of. They were prepared to deal only with the 
issues that cost them the least intellectual currency. 
  
I regret to tell you that the National Endowment, at least possibly, has succumbed to this kind of 
superficial treatment of what is the most dear of our freedoms -- and that is the freedom to use 
our minds. According to a Washington Post article in May of '92 my successor said she will not 
hesitate to veto any applications which are sexually explicit, and other projects which deal with 
difficult subject matter. She said, "If we find a proposal does not have the widest audience, we 
just cannot afford to fund that." I don't know whether she is still subscribing to that view. It is a 
view which, I believe, was cast upon her by the handlers at the White House, but I would suggest 
to you that nothing could be more misguided, or contrary to the best interest of the American 
people. 
  
It hearkens back to the suggestion which I'm sure is familiar to all of you who have spent your 
lives in the art world that art should somehow be uplifting, and somehow should make us 
morally better; that art should reflect an idealism that leaves us feeling good rather than feeling 
grossed out. And many, either consciously or as a part of our felt but unexamined suitcase of 
prejudices, feel that art, like religion, in order to be worthwhile, must be spiritually enlightening. 
What underlies this prejudice, I believe, is a combination of at least four other prejudices, which 
are of long standing and can be shown to have historical precedent in the history of the United 
States. The first is a feeling that art does not have utility; that it does not have economic value, 
and, thus, in order to be tolerated at all, must be on its good behavior. The second, a feeling that 
government shouldn't support the arts in the first place, and this is the kind of view that Donald 
Wildman, of the American Family Association takes, thinking he has scored a telling argument 
when he says, "After all, the United States doesn't have a national endowment for scuba divers, 
or truck drivers," leaving aside, of course, the $22 billion budget of the Department of Labor, or 
the equally large budget of the Department of Agriculture. Of course, those departments, along 
with the National Endowment, exist not specifically to help labor or farmers, and the Department 
of Health & Welfare doesn't exist to help doctors. They exist because the government of the 
United States has made a determination that it's important to the country to have sound 
agricultural policies, sound labor policies, sound medical policies. And that's precisely why we 
have a National Endowment for the Arts -- to help the country fulfill itself, to fulfill its citizens, 
in what the Declaration of Independence called the pursuit of happiness; the fulfillment of human 
life in the United States. The third reason the arts are looked upon as such a second-class citizen 
in the United States is the feeling that people should not have to stretch for art; if it's not 
immediately accessible, then it ought not to be funded, and it doesn't belong in the realm of 
publicly supported discourse.  
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Finally, we in the United States have an absolute horror at having to confront problems. This 
includes those of us who are private citizens as well as our leaders, and that is why we have 
allowed our leaders, over at least the last twelve years, to give us the kind of flimflam that has 
taken us through the generation of the '80s, in which ethics were laid aside, in place of the 
pursuit of economic success, and into the present, in which, until very recently, political issues 
were discussed only peripherally, if at all.  
  
Enter the artist, whose duty or predilection it is to stir things up. No one appoints or elects an 
artist, and out of either arrogance or humility, the artist speaks the truth as he or she sees it. Willa 
Cather said, "The stupid think to be truthful is easy. Only the artist, the truly great artist, knows 
how difficult it is." So every age in which artists have spoken truthfully has been followed by an 
age of repression. Savanarola burned the books of Boccacio and Ovid, the first bonfire of the 
vanities. Michelangelo's "David" was stoned and an arm broken off when it was first revealed in 
Florence, the subject of a political debate, really, between two warring city states. Bizet's 
Carmen was booed in Paris when it was first unveiled, and in the United States, when James 
Joyce's Ulysses was to be importer, the importer notified the customs agents and the books were 
seized on the docks in New York, and the issue was brought to trial before a famous jurist named 
John Woolsey. Judge Woolsey, unlike some jurists, was an extraordinarily diligent man. He read 
Ulysses cover to cover, twice, consulted with a number of people, and determined that the book 
was a literary tour-de-force. In his opinion -- which is one of the finest pieces of American 
jurisprudence of which I am aware -- he said the following: "The words which are criticized as 
'dirty' are old Saxon words, known to almost all men," remember this is 1933, "and I venture to 
many women; and would be naturally and habitually used, I believe, by the types of folks whose 
life, physical and mental, Joyce is seeking to describe. In respect the recurrent emergence of the 
theme of sex, in the minds of his characters, it must always be remembered that his locale was 
Celtic, and the season spring." 
Carrying on, in the history of suppression in the United States, was the era of the WPA, which 
supported theatre artists, writers and musicians and visual artists. Burgoyne Diller's wonderful 
murals in New York were criticized on the floor of Congress as "depicting Lenin." Actually, the 
character was a United States World War I parachute hero. A Communist star, which emerged 
because an assistant had reversed the colors of red and white on a particular star, etc. The WPA 
was effectively killed in 1938, closed up completely in 1943, and was left such an orphan that no 
money was appropriated to maintain or preserve the tremendous art works that came from that 
ten years of creativity, supported by the United States government. Then in the early '50s there 
was the Hollywood Ten. In 1956 Sports Illustrated had put together a visual arts show to go to 
the Melbourne Olympics, but as luck would have it the show stopped in Dallas, Texas on the 
way, and there the League of Decency of Dallas decided that since four of the artists were 
"fellow travelers," the show was subversive, and it got no farther than Dallas. 
  
At the same time, the USIA, whose job it was to export U.S. arts around the world, decided that 
one couldn't be too careful, and it would choose no art created after 1917. Why 1917? Well, that 
was the Bolshevik revolution, and one simply couldn't be too careful. 
  
But to bring this closer to home, the work of David "Waneroitz," who died this week, was 
extracted by the Reverend Wildman. He took from a large collage a quite small picture of Christ 
with a crown of thorns and a needle in his arm, put it together with some other excerpts from 
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various other works that David "Waneroitz" had done, and sent it in a mailing to every member 
of Congress. Ultimately, David "Waneroitz" sued Wildman and obtained an injunction "to 
prevent the creation of obscenity out of works of art." But the piece -- the Christ with a crown of 
thorns and a needle in his arm -- was widely believed, and accepted by those who received it, to 
be blasphemous, without any inquiry about what the piece was intended to mean. Certainly, 
anyone who has any knowledge of mainstream Christian theology recognizes Christ as the one 
who came to earth to take upon himself the sins of the world, and one needn't have too great an 
imagination to go from there to the contemporary scene, where Christ would take upon the sins 
of the world in the form of drug addiction. 
  
Likewise, André Serrano's piece, Piss Christ, has been the most frequent stalking horse of the 
fundamentalist right, and those who are seeking to find blasphemy. Mainline theological analysis 
there would find the cross as a symbol of the inhumanity of man toward the son of God, and how 
better to express it than to put the son of God in human waste. I don't know if this is what André 
Serrano meant by that piece, or what David "Waneroitz" meant by his piece. My point is only 
that art is supposed to pique our imaginations, and our interest, and our intellect, and what has 
happened over the last three years is that art has been postured in such a way that it has 
eliminated the opportunity for discourse. That is a very great loss to all of us. 
  
The First Amendment is in existence precisely to protect minority and unpopular ideas. When we 
are looking for offense, we are looking to protect the hearer, which is absolutely contrary to the 
whole idea of the First Amendment, which protects the speaker. The NEA, in its quest for "safe" 
art, can't wish away the problems of our society, and if we break the mirror, that certainly doesn't 
make the problems go away. And if we don't confront offensive and confrontational art, we lose 
the opportunity that you, as artists, have to help heal our society; to help bring to us the dialogue 
that will allow us to deal with the problems of humanity, that have so engaged the arts over the 
centuries. Offense is as inevitable as it is necessary -- necessary because without it we don't have 
an index of whether or not the First Amendment is working in our society. Without it we don't 
have the intellectual debate, the vigorous exchange of ideas, the opportunity to let intellect 
triumph over bigotry or know-nothingness. 
  
One final point about offense before I leave it, and that is, those who have been so offended have 
not been offended accidentally. They have gone out looking for offense. Let me give you an 
example. The Portable Lower East Side is a small literary magazine published in lower 
Manhattan, with a press run of about 5,000 copies, designed primarily for an audience in lower 
Manhattan. Donald Wildman had that issue before we did, at the Endowment, and had excerpted 
six lines from a poem by a poetess who goes by the pen name of Sapphire. The lines said 
something to the effect of, "Jesus Christ sucked my cock behind the altar, etc." You might well 
imagine that those on Capitol Hill were not thrilled to receive this epistle. Indeed, I have been 
told that my defense of the literary merit of this long, epic poem, was the final straw which led to 
my firing. But, had the White House inquired what the poem was about, they would have learned 
that it was about the celebrated and tragic case of the jogger in Central Park, who was assaulted 
by a group of young boys, raped, beaten and nearly killed. What the poetess was trying to do was 
to put herself into the mind and the position of a young boy who might have done that kind of an 
act, and to try to understand how it had come about. And the six lines that were quoted by 
Reverend Wildman were lines about pedophilia by a priest. The poem explored why a child of 
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this age would create this kind of a situation. It was a serious poem, one dealing with a serious 
and tragic issue in our society, it should have been published, and I'm glad we supported it. 
  
So, what's going on in this earthly garden of American free discourse? It seems to me that we 
have at least three tensions, which I will go through very quickly, and then try to make some 
sense about where we're going from here. The first of those tensions is the difference between 
the whole concept of the First Amendment and its intellectual reliance, and the kind of know-
nothingness, or anti-intellectualism which basically says, "We're not interested in knowing the 
facts. We're not interested in solving problems on the basis of persuasion." That tension has been 
with us for a long time. Abraham Lincoln was confronted with a party called the Know-
Nothings, who were against Negroes, Catholics and Jews. He said that if the Know-Nothings 
ever came to power, he would prefer to emigrate to some country where they made no pretense 
of loving liberty; where despotism could be taken pure, without the base alloy of hypocrisy.  
  
That anti-intellectualism is apparent from some very smart people in our society, for example, 
George Will, who makes the argument that "the Endowment for the Arts is only for the elite," 
and because it does not promote that which is easily accessible by everybody in the society, it 
should be done away with; it should not be part of our government. In other words, we are, as a 
government, only to aspire to the lowest common denominator. 
  
The second tension regarding the First Amendment is between the clause prohibiting the 
establishment of a religion and guaranteeing the free exercise, and the whole sense that we, as a 
nation, are somehow chosen by God; we are a nation under God; in God we Trust. Our political 
leaders tell God to bless us at the end of every speech (it makes me want to throw up). It is a 
situation in which God has become such a meaningless commodity that God is somehow just 
another part of the political lexicon. There was an article recently that I read, a very thoughtful 
letter to the editor, that said, "I'd just as soon not have the government involved with God, thank 
you very much. That is a part of my life that belongs in the synagogue, the chapel or the church, 
or not at all. It's my choice. The First Amendment gives me that right."  
  
The third tension is between our right to assemble, as we're doing here tonight, and the electronic 
isolation we all have, because we are all so reliant upon electronics -- television and radio. It isn't 
very often that people get together to discuss issues that really matter to them, and with the 
exception, in my experience, of some very spirited schoolboard meetings, or local zoning 
questions, we don't assemble anymore, and it's very much to our loss. The reason it's to our loss 
is that we are beginning to lose the social contract. We are beginning to lose that common 
understood if not articulated body of beliefs that bind us together as a civilization. And if we lose 
that, as we become increasingly diverse, and if you take as some index the number of different 
ethnic groups that the Endowment has funded (there are 170 of them, or more, each with a 
classical tradition, each with a set of values and ethics, desires and hopes and dreams), if we 
somehow can't bind this country together into some bedrock understanding of what it is we're all 
about, then we face, certainly, at the least, a disruptive decade, and at the worst, social 
dissolution. 
  
So the question I would ask you, as us all, is how do we re-enfranchise the First Amendment, 
and how do those of you who are artists, who are the watchers of society, who are the canaries in 
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the coal mine (as Kurt Vonnegut put it), inject into this society your ability to see and to think, 
and to translate what it is that you see and you think? I do have some suggestions in that regard. 
The first is that you, as artists, really are not necessarily advocates, as many have labeled you to 
be. I certainly recognize that some artists come with a very definite political point of view; a very 
definite message to convey. Others sail off in a direction which is more one of inquiry, without 
knowing what cargo it is you're going to bring back. The artist as the scientist; the artist as the 
person who inquires, and says, "Here's the cargo. Let's take it out of the hold. Let's put it up on 
the pedestal. Let's take a look at it. Let's decide what it is. Or, at least, let's think about it." I 
would submit to you that those two kinds of engagements in society -- advocacy and inquiry -- 
are one gift that you, as artists, bring to the rest of the society. I fear that we, as artists, have not 
taken credit for that kind of gift to the rest of the society; that we have been too willing to either 
bury our heads in our own work, or to say, "Yeah, well, okay. You don't buy what I'm selling? 
I'll go try to sell it to somebody else," rather than saying, "Part of the business of being a citizen 
is to be involved in an inquiry of the society." 
 
The other thing we have faced and, unfortunately, have not done a terribly good job of 
combating, is the determined censor. I had the privilege of being in Anchorage, Alaska about a 
month ago, for the opening of a show the Visual Arts Center there had put together, and the show 
was composed entirely of works that had been censored over the last couple of decades in the 
United States. The works would be familiar to you for the most part -- the Dred Scott flag on the 
floor; the couple of pieces by Mapplethorpe; other pieces that were blatantly sexual, either 
homosexual or heterosexual. The show was instructive to me because I had never seen, put 
together in one place, works of this kind, and I would reflect on it in five or six different ways. 
First, the work was so diverse that it was apparent that even those who would be censors would 
not have agreed on the content of that show. Censorship is whimsical. It's triggered far more by 
what the censor brings to the work than what the work itself says. Secondly, the censor is, above 
all, impatient. Since all work deals with ideas -- all art work deals with ideas -- and the half-life 
of an idea that is not worthy of intellectual embracement is very short, indeed, unless the censor 
gives it life. The third is that the most shameful chapters in the history of America have to do 
with the nation suppressing various elements of its society, or various ideas within the society -- 
the Native Americans, the Japanese Americans during World War II, the African-Americans. 
These are instances in which zeal has taken over good sense, and in which decency has been 
forsaken in the name of decency. Fourth, the censor faces order over freedom, and this is, 
perhaps, its greatest danger. Freedom is imprecise, it's inefficient, it's ambiguous, and it's often 
maddening, frustrating, indecisive. The censor isn't prepared to deal with that. The censor wants 
order, and wants it now. 
  
Finally, once the censor starts, there is no logical stopping point. And it was clear to me, in 
looking at that show, that that's exactly what was the case, because the show dealt with issues 
that, if we eliminated them, we would have a very quiet public discourse, indeed -- issues such as 
AIDS; or diversity; or women and men interacting together; or racism; or religion; or pregnancy; 
or feminism. It would be a very quiet discourse, indeed, if we were not able to talk about those 
kinds of things. 
  
Indulge me for just a moment more, for a couple more comments about censorship. And then, as 
Henry VIII said to his many wives, "I shan't keep you long." 
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The artist is compelled to search for the truth. And if the artist finds something, and says, "Here 
is what I have found," the artist is not necessarily an advocate for that point. The censor will 
never understand that. If something is depicted, then it is believed, by the censor, that that is the 
artist, advocating that particular activity. Moreover, the suggestion that the censors make, that 
because the artist may deal with grisly or gritty subject matter, we, or even our children, will be 
influenced to do the same, certainly is not intellectually supportable -- for if it were, those of us 
who have read Agatha Christie novels would have butlers with knives between their 
shoulderblades in our pantries, and those of us who had seen the interminable Terminator movies 
would be out raising mayhem with all means of sophisticated weapons. If we're going to ban 
something, why don't we try not selling handguns to our children? That, in my view, would 
promote some family values that I believe in -- like keeping our children alive. 
 
Finally, in terms of censors, I resent the suggestion that only a part of our society is wise enough 
to avoid the perils of being exposed to smut. Certainly, anyone, if anyone were to believe that 
one who is exposed to smut is, thereby, somehow degraded by it, our friend Donald Wildman 
would be a lunatic, sex fiend and degenerate, since he spends twenty-four hours a day dealing 
with this stuff. Let's give ourselves some credit. The First Amendment does. It gives honor to our 
brains, and to our tongues and to our hearts, and to our good sense. It allows us to order our lives 
instead of letting someone else do it. But, as the famous track coach, Bill "Barelman" said, "You 
can't do the long jump without getting sand in your shorts." As to all of us, I would submit to you 
that you can't be an artist without being involved in society. 
  
Our common goal should be to reinvigorate the First Amendment, its protection of us; to have or 
not have religion; to speak or not speak; to have a vigorous press; and to associate with those 
with whom we want to associate; to criticize our government, or praise it, as is our wont. To kill 
the Endowment over a few grants that are controversial seems to me kills a whole lot more of 
America than just its support, meager as it is, of the arts. It kills the idea that we, as a society, are 
prepared to decide our own destiny on the basis of the strength of our ideas. You and I don't have 
to like everything the endowment supports, because the government is not the sponsor -- 
 
[AUDIO BREAK] 
 
FROHNMAYER:  It's a newspaper's duty to print the news and to raise hell, and sometimes it's 
the artist's duty to tell the truth, and to raise hell. 
  
Thank you. [Applause] 
  
Questions, they  say. Yes, sir. 
  
Q:  [Inaudible] 
  
A:  Well, I'll go back to your first comments in a minute. I'll answer the second part of your 
question first. 
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The question had to do with my transformation, or apparent change in what I'm saying now, with 
some of the actions I took when I was chairman. I did, when I was able, when I was chairman, 
but I will have to tell you that I had no idea of the political forces that are brought to bear on this 
little agency, which occupies 1/200th of 1% of the federal government's budget, until I got there. 
The forces in Washington, from a political standpoint, are indescribable, and they have to do 
with the White House, and Congress, constituencies, and all sorts of other things. From day to 
day in this job, I didn't know whether I would last the day, or whether today would be the day 
that I got fired. So I would say to you that I did what was possible. But I think, in fairness, I also 
matured a bit over the course of the job. I had been a First Amendment lawyer for some 
percentage of my practice. I represented newspapers and television in Portland, and I used the 
First Amendment a lot. I made all the arguments. But not until one is faced with dealing with the 
First Amendment in such a way that it will either promote, or perhaps restrict, the freedom of 
other people does its reality, or did its reality, really dawn on me. I think there was some growth 
and transformation in that part of my job. 
  
To respond to your first statements -- with which I totally agree, in terms of the artist as a 
witness, as a person who is compelled or able to translate society for us -- I would simply say 
that that is a function which most societies honor, to a degree which is far greater than our 
society honors. I believe that the climate is right for us to help start making the case for the value 
of the artist in our society to humanize the society. It seems to me that society goes in cycles, and 
we are in the upswing of one of those cycles that would give us at least the potential for helping 
our fellow citizens to recognize that those who inquire into the human condition give us at least 
as much as those who fill our teeth or make out our wills. One of the failures, in my view, of 
liberalism was the inability of liberals to separate their passion for the right of a particular group 
to make a case, with the obligation or lack of obligation to actually sign on to the cause. It seems 
to me that, again, in this whole area of how we order ourselves in our society, our obligation is to 
make sure that every voice is heard. In so doing, we don't have to sign on to every cause. And 
that, I think, if we can make that distinction, then we're well on the road to helping our society 
deal with issues again, as opposed to simply putting them in either hysterical categories or not 
dealing with them at all. 
  
Other questions? Yes. 
  
Q:  [Inaudible] 
  
A:  The question is, can the artist somehow protect the trivialization of work, or the taking of 
work out of context, or the misrepresenting or changing of work? There have been some 
legislative attempts at that, in California, and I believe in New York. They typically don't work 
very well, and the reason they don't work very well is that it is so difficult and expensive to go 
through the legal process of bringing the case, establishing standing and then making the case 
that the art work has somehow been changed and so forth, that it often is perceived as not being 
worth it. Again, I think the answer to that lies more in a re-education of society, which is a very 
big task, but a re-education of society to the value of individual expression. 
  
Yes. 
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Q:  [Inaudible] 
  
A:  The question is, a comment about whether obscenity has the potential to destroy the 
discourse in society. No, I didn't say quite that, Lynn. I said that those who claim, often without 
seeing work, that it's obscene, basically don't care about discourse. It doesn't matter to them 
whether or not they've seen the work. In fact, it's just as well if they haven't, because they're not 
cluttered with any facts. Because, basically, it's an attack on the existence of people whom they 
think are advocates for homosexuality, or a life that doesn't comport with the values they have 
determined we all should abide by. Obscenity is not protected by the First Amendment. It's one 
of the three areas that isn't. Obscenity, which is Miller vs. California obscenity, that means "it 
appeals to the prurient interest; it's outside the realm of community standards in terms of being 
patently offensive, and that deals with the local community; and it's without significant artistic 
value." That's what's obscene, in terms of the law. The word is used entirely inaccurately by all 
sorts of people. "That's obscene," meaning somebody said a word that would be considered a 
swear word, or whatever. That's not obscene, at least not legally, the term obscene. So what's 
happened is that the cheapening of these words, and the bleaching of meaning of these words, 
has allowed the discourse to get very sloppy. That's why the Endowment has been labeled as a 
purveyor of pornography. There is nothing that the Endowment has ever supported that has ever 
been found, by any court, in any jurisdiction, anywhere, to be obscene. Yet, when Congress did 
its last little dipsy-doodle and was able to avoid the latest Helms language, which would have 
prevented us from funding anything which was patently offensive, it was traded, as you probably 
know, for a grazing-rights provision (the Senate grazing-rights provision for the House 
Endowment language), and it was labeled a swap of "porn for corn." [Laughter] The reason that's 
not funny to me is that it labels the Endowment as a purveyor of pornography. We have been the 
subject of a really very successful smear, and it's going to take a long time for all of us, as artists 
and for the federal government, to dig itself out of that hole. I don't know if I answered your 
question at all, there. 
  
Q:  [Inaudible] 
  
A:  The question is, who decides whether something's obscene, and what's the criteria? 
  
Well, that was the great victory of the re-authorization of the Endowment in 1990. We were able 
to get Congress to pass a law that said the Endowment decides what's art, the courts decide 
what's obscene, using the legal paraphernalia of due process, evidence and all that sort of thing. 
Then, if something that's supported by the Endowment turns out, by a court of final jurisdiction, 
to have been deemed to be obscene, then we get the money back. Of course, that's never going to 
happen, because anything the Endowment supports is going to have, presumably, artistic value. 
So it would not, by the definition of obscenity, be obscene. 
  
But Congress really was going down the right road there. They recognized that these are two 
different functions. Obscenity is a legal issue that needs to be decided by the courts; artistic merit 
is an artistic issue, that needs to be decided by the Endowment. Then, last year, Helms, through, I 
think, a good deal of cultural terrorism and intimidation, came roaring back and got both houses 
to pretty much subscribe to this "patently offensive" stuff, which is unconstitutional on every 
level I can think of. So it's still an era, we still live in an era, in which Congress is by no means 
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appreciative of what art brings to the society, nor does it have, as a totality, the kind of courage 
it's going to take to stand up to those who are prepared to use the 30-second sound bite to say 
"My opponent voted for obscenity," by not voting for some kind of unconstitutional and content-
restrictive amendment. Yes? 
  
Q:  [Inaudible] 
  
A:  I don't think it would hurt. [Laughter] The question was, would a simple change in 
administration cure the problem. 
  
Certainly, from what the Clinton campaign has said about the arts, their platform is far better 
than what currently is happening with the Republicans. We'll see, because I have a feeling that 
the arts issue is going to be something of a platform fight in the Republican convention, in a 
couple of weeks, but I have not seen any real commitment to the arts on the part of this 
administration. There's been support when it's been easy, and it's cut and run as soon as the 
sledding got tough. I'm of the view that we really need to have an administration that's prepared 
to say that the arts fulfill a valuable function in our society, and I don't think you're going to hear 
that from this administration. Yes? 
  
Q:  [Inaudible] 
  
A:  The conservative position -- If you talk about historical conservatism, historical conservatism 
says the government doesn't have any place in our lives except for a couple of places, and that is 
to protect us. In other words, to raise and maintain an army, and to do a few things that we, as 
individual states, can't do, like regulate commerce between the states. But that's gotten all 
confused with the Conservatives, so it's the conservatives who want to be in our bedrooms, in 
our minds, and in our art. It's absolutely contrary to conservative ideology. But the argument I 
think is the most sophisticated (and it is a conservative argument) is the argument that if you 
really want freedom, you get the government out of the arts entirely; that the only way to assure 
that there is not government control is to make sure there is no government money. That's the 
argument, frankly, that I feared the most the entire time I was in the Arts Endowment, because I 
thought that there was a potential that the Left and the Right would coalesce in that argument, the 
middle would drop out, and the Endowment would be gone. I still think that, ultimately, in the 
intellectual debate, that's where the debate really ought to be. I'm persuaded that the government 
definitely does have a part in promoting human fulfillment, but I'm prepared to admit that the 
argument to the contrary is a tenable argument. I think that's where the debate could really rage, 
if we were prepared to use our heads instead of our vitriol. Yes? 
  
Q:  [Inaudible] 
  
A:  The question is, by what right did my successor, Ann "Ridduce," veto a couple of grants to 
MIT and the Virginia Commonwealth? The right is an absolute right of the chair to veto any 
grant. It's a power I had and used very seldom. But there's no question, in terms of the statute, 
that she has the right to do that. The problem, I think, is that she did it because the White House 
told her to get tough, and establish herself by canning a couple of grants. The problem, then, is 
that you undermine one of the two things that the Endowment has to give. One is money, but the 
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second one, which is equally important, is the applause, or the recognition of your peers, that 
your art has really been determined to be artistically superior. That's what a grant from the Arts 
Endowment is supposed to mean. If you give, or withhold, them on some other ground, like they 
might be offensive to Congress or whatever, then you really have undermined the second great 
value of an Arts Endowment grant, and I think that's a very great mistake. Yes, your question? 
  
Q:  [Inaudible] 
  
A:  That's right. I don't know how much of all of that you could hear in the back, but it was a 
comment, very aptly stated, that UNESCO got gutted in the early '80s, and the cultural issues 
seemed to be targets which the right-wing can pick off with some alacrity. One of the reasons 
that happens is that those who say the arts community is an oxymoron are basically right. We are 
not organized as a community, very much, because so many artists are marching to their own 
drummer. Even when artists try to get together, to sort of organize -- there's an old saw in 
Washington that "when the arts community forms a firing squad, they stand in a circle." 
[Laughter] We just end up picking ourselves off, as opposed to -- One of the real problems of 
that, and it's a problem about which I've been talking for a long time, in trying to get allies in this 
whole fight, is this wasn't just about the Arts Endowment. It isn't just about the Arts Endowment. 
It's about the Library of Congress, the National Institutes of Health, every university that 
receives public funding, and every other part of our universe, within the United States, that gets 
government funds. And if you don't believe me, read the testimony of Lesley Southwick in the 
Justice Department, in which she advocated that Rust vs. Sullivan -- the decision that deals with 
abortion counseling -- should be extended to every item of support which the federal government 
is involved in, an absolutely chilling, and, in my view, constitutionally utterly unsupportable 
argument.  
  
So I think the point that's made by the gentleman's comment is that these issues are issues which 
are all inter-locked, and it's a cultural war out there. Certainly the right-wing believes it and 
knows it. Whether or not we know it I don't know, but we've been in it for a long time.  
  
A couple more questions. Yes. 
  
Q:  I don't know how to phrase the question. I think there's an even subtler form of censorship, 
that doesn't necessarily come from the right, doesn't necessarily have a good or bad influence, 
but I think maybe comes more from what was "liberal establishment," or whatever it was, and 
that what I call political correctness. I think in some ways that is a subtle form of censorship that 
rules, to a great degree. I'd like your thoughts on that. 
  
A:  The question has to do with political correctness and whether that's censorship. I think it is. I 
have a real quarrel with the institutions, particularly the universities, that have adopted speech 
codes and so forth. It's clear that everybody in this room, I would suspect, is not likely to call 
somebody a nigger or a kike or a pejorative kind of term like that. Yet, to go the next step and 
say nobody can say that without penalty, seems to me to miss the whole idea of the civilizing 
influence of speech. By that I mean, if you don't allow a person who is thinking that to say it, 
then you don't allow the opportunity for the rest of us, in counter-speech, to say, "Wait a minute. 
That's not the way we ought to be treating other human beings." Let the discourse happen, and let 
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the kind of approbation of the rest of the people in society change those minds, and repress that 
kind of speech. I think if you say you can't say it in the first place, we're getting into the kind of 
rigid society that doesn't allow us to confront our problems, and that's my real quarrel with 
political correctness, or speech codes, or anything like that. 
  
Last question. Yes. 
  
Q:  [Inaudible] 
  
A:  The question has to do with the peer-panel system, and whether it can be politicized. 
  
Let me back up just a half-step, because I've found, over the years, that the peer-panel system 
doesn't always mean the same thing to everybody. We bring in probably 1,200 a year to sit on 
the panel. We operate over 100 panels in all areas, from jazz to visual arts fellowship. Those 
panels are selected according to grids -- grids to get balance and gender; grids to get balance in 
geographics; grids to get balance, as far as we're able, in cultural groups; and, if we're able and 
are able to perceive it, point of view, although that's very tricky. Then when the panels come, 
they're instructed to make a very clear record, so if a grant -- if an application that ultimately 
becomes a grant -- is challenged, the leadership of the Endowment can go back and see the 
reasons why that was deemed to be artistically superior. Panels, like juries in the court system, 
are nothing other than human beings, and it's an inefficient system, but it's also over 800 years of 
English and American jurisprudence, the best system we've been able to formulate. It allows us 
to avoid a Ministry of Culture, where what Jacques "Long" thinks is great in France becomes 
what France funds, and I think that's appropriate for a country as diverse as we are. Does it work 
perfectly? No. Are the human beings on the council sometimes unable to put aside their own 
prejudices or whatever? I suspect that's true. But I think, on the whole, most of the people who 
have served on panels will tell you that it was an exhilarating experience, and that they were 
astounded and really enriched by the experience, and how much the people on there were able to 
put aside whatever it was they brought to the table, and to be as fair as they could. I do think 
that's the experience with most of the panels, and I do think the system works pretty well. 
  
I guess if I had my druthers, I'd probably cut the National Council out of the process, but that's a 
talk for another day. 
  
Thank you all. [Applause] 


