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We are in the middle of a huge empire where all the resources are
going in the wrong direction. The long-term goal is to change the
direction. This is a sleep walking democracy.

— JohnMapede

In 1984,JohnMalpedetraveled to Los Angdesto research homelessness for a
performance project tha was to take place on theworld'smos expensve piece of real
estate in themaking: an alchemical Hudson River landfill project tha would trandorm
thedirty and dilapidated port area of downtown Manhédtan into Battery Park City. A
director, actor, activist, and writer based in New York City, Ma pede had been making
sodally and politically engaged peformance for more than a decade, induding a series of
political monologues performed at renowned alternative venues throughoutdowntown
(TheKitchen, Artists Space, Franklin Furnace), aswell as a series of site-specific and
street works. But he had grown disenchanted with the New Y ork City art sceneand
wanted to Gnform his big ideas with on-the-grourd reality.O

In LosAngdes, Malpede connested with n-the-groundactivistsOwho were
organizing to protect thecivil rights and improvetheliving conditionsof homeless
people. At thetime, thehomeless community wasin an elevated state of alert. Los
Angdes was conduding massive sweepsagang people living onthe streetsin an effort
to beautify thecity in thelead up to the 1984 0lympics. Organizers, led by homeless
people and legd advocates, had devised a multi-pronged strategy tha induded class-
action civil lawsuits, grassroots organizing, and demondrations Ther god wasto raise
themonthly relief stipend available to homeless individuds and ease the puntive
conditionsof the Californiaworkforce program. Malpede began volunteering histime to
these efforts and within six monthshewas offered ajob as an outreach paralegd by the
Inne City Law Center. Inamatter of months hebegan offering free and open
performance workshopsto homeless people at thelaw center. This was the beginning of
theLosAngdes Poverty Depatment (LAPD), thefirst performance groupin thenation
made up prindpdly of homeless and formerly homeless people.

LAPD was foundel in 1985to Qereate paformance work tha connests lived
experience to thesodal forces tha shgpethelives and communities of peoplelivingin
povety.O Since then, they have created numerousprodudionstha have toured
naiondly andinternaiondly, receiving critical acclaim for both ther artistic qudity and
soda impact. Rooted in Los AngdesOskid Row neighbothood,LAPD@ peformances
reflect the Qealities, hopes and dreamsOof the people who make up this community,



giving them away to raise awareness aboutsodal and political issues and creste
oppotunities for people to intervenein policy decisonstha affect thear lives.

In the early days, LAPD@ performances embraced the Qild and chaotic
situaionGin which its members lived, by creatingwork tha was largdy improvised. No
Stone for Studs Schwartz, a performance abouta union organizer ontherunfromthe
Teamsters, reflected this early aesthetic. The paformance recreated the energy of Skid
Row, with audience members interrupting and jumping into the performance in
unpredictable ways. Consequently, No Stone for Studs Schwartz was less aboutthe story
and more aboutthe energy; (beople came away with a visceral experience of what it was
like to beavulnerable personliving in adangeaousplace, OMapedesays. Over the
years, LAPD has matured and its members have become more focused. This has enabled
thegroupto explore other approaches to making work that draw more heavily on
imagery, as well as on scripted and foundtext.

In the 23 years since LAPD has been working in Los AngdesOskid Row, the
chalenges facing homeless people in this commurity haven®changed much and, in
some cases, have only gotten worse. Changes to state and federal policies have hindeaed
the ability of legd advocatesto file civil action lawsuits on behdf of homeless people,
while the assaults the homel ess face have only intengfied. Malpede points to therecent,
highly publicized arrest of 600 Qirug dealersOin downtown LosAngdes, as an example
of thekind of symbolic warfare the political establishment wages agang poor people
living on Skid Row. These tactics aim to demonize poorand homeless people in the eyes
of thebroader public and to strip them of thar right to livein thearea, which is now
coveted by high-end developes.

LAPDG work isintegrated with the grassroots concerns of those living and
workingin Skid Row. In theearly days, many LAPD members were involved with
grassroots organizing efforts and civil action lawsuits tha soughtto improvetheliving
conditionsof homeless people. As part of these efforts, LAPD presented its early
performances at demondrationsandrallies tha were part of these struggles. Over the
years, LAPD has patnered with numerousadvocacy and service organizationsinduding
SRO Housng, Inc., LA Community Action Network, Catholic Workers, The Downtown
Women@® Action Codlition, St.Vincent DePaul Center, The Salvation Army@ Women®3
and Men@® drug recovery programs, and theInne City Law Center. These partners have
provided LAPD with space in which to rehearse and perform. In addition, LAPD has
collaborated with many them on specific projects. An example of thisis Agents & Assets,
apeformance tha addresses the soda and political dimensonsof drugsand drug policy,
which LAPD developed in collaborationthe Drug Policy Alliance and members of the
LosAngdes recovery community, induding the Safe Harbor Recovery Program.

LAPD has worked with awidevariety of Skid Row recovery programs over the
years, leading performance workshopswith program participants who often become
permanent members of thegroup While therecovery programs have different
perspectives and take different approaches to recovery, they share acommon conaern for
theindividuds struggling with drug addiction and a commitment to creating a treatment



climate in sodety. Animportant prindple of recovery isthat indviduds need to take
persond responsbility for ther actions During their work with peoplein recovery,
LAPD foundtha thee was little or norecognitionof thesodal and pditical dimensons
of thedrug problem. They created Agents & Assets as away to address these concerns

Agents & Assets premiered in LosAngdesin 2001 after ayearlongcreation
process that coindded with the successful campagn to pass a balot initiativeN
spearheaded by the Drug Policy AllianceN favoring treatment over incarceration for
nonviolent drug offendasin California. Ma pede describes the peformance in three
pats. First, thereisthe peformance of thetext, which isliterally thetranscript of a
Congressiond hearing on CIA involvement in trafficking crack cocainein LosAngdes.
The performance of wordsorigindly spoken by affluent politiciansand policy-makers,
by a cast of people who= lives have been detrimentally affected by the crack epidemic
and the so-called Qvar ondrugsOreveals the sodal chasm between the political dlite tha
creates sodal policy and those who are mos immediately affected by these policies.

Thesecondpart of thepeaformanceis apand presentation by scholars, recovery
professionds, drug policy reform advocates, joumalists, and community organizers. The
presentation lays the groundwork for thethird andfind part of the performance: an open
conveasation beween peaformers, pandists, and audience members, during which
everyonehas the oppotunity to ask questions make statements, and lead the discussion.
Theideaisto create an environment that engages the lived experiences and expertise of
community members, a place where Ganyonein the room, as acitizen, can get up and say
wha they want.O

Given the success of Agents & Assets in LosAngdes, LAPD decided to remount
the performance in communities where smilar bdlot initiatives were taking place. With
the guidance of theDrug Policy Alliance, LAPD identified communities where similar
initiatives were planned, and devel oped relationships with advocacy groupsin those
areas. Inthe monthspreceding the 2002elections LAPD did amonth-longresidency in
Detroit, in orde to elevate the convasationsengendeed by the project into the broader
discourse surroundng a bdlot initiative on atreatment vs. incarceration. LAPD focused
its energy on developing strongrelationshipswith thelocal community and building a
condituency for thepeaformance. LAPD led performance workshopswith the
paticipants and staff at three drug treatment programs, where they recruited hdf the cast
for theperformance. LAPD aso worked with community-based organizationsand
advoacy groups induding those spearheading thebdlot initiative, onissues related to
drug policy.

While people in Detroit never had an oppatunity to vote onthetreatment vs.
incarcerationinitiative because it got knodked off the bdlot, there were other postive
outcomes from the LAPD residency. Prior to theresidency, the policy advocacy
organization leading theinitiative in Detroit didn®have strong relationhipswith the
recovery community and grassroots organizationsconcerned with similar issues. The
residency provided an oppotunity for these potential allies to work togeher and build
stronge ties tha may proveingrumental in the on-going efforts to change drug pdicy.



These groupshave worked with State Representative Bill McConico to pass a series of
drug reform measures in the Michigan State L egid ature.

The Agents & Assets resdendes, which have since taken place in Cleveland and
Philadd phia, provide oppotunities for everyoneinvolvedN whether as workshop
paticipants, performers, or audience membersN to learn aboutthe broader sodal and
political context in which thedrug problem exists. Malpede has foundthisto be
paticularly revelatory for peoplein recovery, who are often strugglingto forgive
themselves for the harm they have caused to themselves, ther loved ones, and thar
communities. Placingindividud action within the context of history and sodal policy
can make it possible for people in recovery to gan a degper, more complex,
undestanding of the problem, lifting the burden of guilt and shame. This can free them to
create changein thar own livesas well asin ther communities.

LAPD iscurrently developing UTOPIA/Dystopia, a public convesation and
performance project that will respondto thecrisis of gentrification by creating Ga
multidisciplinary forum for the congderation and articulation of grassroots visonsfor the
city@ future.O Througha series of public convesations, the project will engagethe
diverse voices of people living and working in downtown Los Angdes, induding the
homeless and formerly homeless residents of Skid Row, theworking poor, immigrants,
street vendors, day laborers, and new arearesidents, who tend to be middle-class and
affluent professonds. Thepulic convasationswill befollowed by the creation of two
public performances: an indoorpeaformance tha will likely use text and information
collected during the public conversationsand an outdoor itinerant performance tha will
travel to varioussites in downtown Los Angdes during the course of aday. Recognizing
tha UTOPIA/Dystopia can only do so much to address theimmediate threat that
gentrification and development poses to poorand homeless people in downtown Los
Angdes, Malpedeand LAPD plan to use ther conmnectionswith people in thefields of
affordable housng, architecture, pubic policy, soda services, and homelessissues, to
develop a strategy to secure affordable housng before developes lay claim to al the
propeaty inthearea

Like other performance groups LAPD is committed to raising awareness about
critical soda and political issues facing their community in order to create soda change
Wha setsther work apart istha, fromthe onst, the organization has been integrated
into grassroots organizing efforts tha address homegrown conaerns These relationships
have enabled LAPD to bestrategic in linking ther performances to grassroots organizing
efforts and policy advocacy campagns Malpedebdievestha community arts groups
interested in effecting soda changecould benefit tremendousy from cultivating
relationships beween artists and strategic thinkers. These relationshipscan provide
artists with a degper Qundestanding of what it meansto be strategicOand the connestions
needed to have a bigge impact and reach awider spectrum of people. Thisrequirestime
and suppot. While LAPD has managed to sudain its work for more than 20 yearson a
project-by-project basis, the commitment to Qleveloping thework over timeOcreates a
growing need for finanda suppot. This suppot would enable LAPD to dedicate more
time to therelationship building, organizing, and research fundamental to thar work.



While thereis no doubtthat others could learn a great deal from LAPD, Ma pederegjects
thenotiontha it might beareplicable modd, proposng, ingead, tha LAPD can serve to
ingpire others to create something that reflects their own needs strugdes, dreams, and
aspirations

Javiera Benavente is an artist, educator and organizer. She is a Cultural Organizer with
the Arts & Democracy Project and a member of Food for Thought Books, a worker-
owned collectively run bookstore in Western Massachusetts.



