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FOREWORD: FAST FORWARD
FROM 1914 — A HISTORICAL
PERSPECTIVE

I’m writing this during my annual visit to Sauk City, Wisconsin, a community
important to the book you’re about to read. It’s a village of some 3,500 people
in the southwestern part of the state, politically “leaning conservative,” the old-
est incorporated village in the state, and home of a German Freethinkers Society
founded in 1852. It looks like one of any number of small midwestern communi-
ties. You’d never guess that George Creel, a writer for Harper s Weekly, in 1914
proclaimed it to be “America’s Foremost City.”

Creel came from New York to attend a community pageant, and began his
article thus:

On October 3rd, 1914, about four thousand men, women, and children in the
town of Sauk City, Wisconsin, gave over the whole sunny day to a pageant
interpretation of events as richly significant as the rifle shot at Concord or the
signing of the Declaration of Independence.

(Creel, 1914, p. 495)

Perhaps I should back up a little. No doubt, in every era there is creative ferment,
and I’ve had special interest in that ferment in the United States in the early part of
the 20th century. Let’s take a look at some of the things happening then, ideas that,
to me, came together in the Sauk City pageant.

America was trying to figure out who it was. What democracy was all about. The
Statue of Liberty was dedicated in 1886; its words, so stirring to many — “Give me
your tired, your poor, your huddled masses yearning to breathe free” — were starkly
contrasted with opinions such as that expressed in the African American Cleveland
Gazette:
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Liberty enlightening the world, indeed! The expression makes us sick. This
government is a howling farce. It can not or rather does not protect its citizens
within its own borders. Shove the Bartholdi statue, torch and all, into the ocean
until the “liberty” of this country is such as to make it possible for an inoffensive
and industrious colored man to earn a respectable living for himself and family,
without being ku-kluxed, perhaps murdered, his daughter and wife outraged,
and his property destroyed.

(Postponing Bertholdi's statue . . ., 1886)

As immigrants flooded into the United States, the Settlement House movement
was a response, a way of helping immigrants gain a foothold and become active
citizens. Initially articulated in Great Britain, the first Settlement House was in
New York, though the most famous was Chicago’s Hull House where its founder,
Jane Addams, according to Jeffrey Scheuer, added democracy to its core functions,

extending democratic principles beyond the political sphere and into other
aspects of society. Addams . . . saw that political democracy had failed to elimi-
nate poverty and class distinctions; workers had no place to congregate, to
organize, to enjoy cultural or social activities, or to learn. The settlement was
conceived as such a place.

(Scheuer, 1985)

At the same time, at Harvard, George Pierce Baker was urging his students to
inspire people locally to write and produce their own plays — a revolutionary idea
at the time. One of his students was Frederick Koch, whose “folk plays” movement
in North Carolina encouraged people to write the real story of community life: the
result was plays about workers’ strikes, life in African American communities, life
in Mexican communities, and life in rural North Carolina, all written by people
of these communities. Another student was dramatist Alexander Drummond of
Cornell University, who believed that as an employee of a land grant institution, he
had a responsibility to help rural people write and produce plays about their lives.
Drummond, in turn, influenced his graduate student, Robert E. Gard, who took this
idea to Wisconsin in 1945. Another student was Hallie Flanagan, head of Franklin
D. Roosevelt’s Federal Theatre Project, which included “living newspapers” about
issues of the day, from housing to race, as well as new plays that challenged old
ideas, and a host of plays in various languages that toured to rural areas.
Meanwhile, pageantry was being employed as an urban planning tool. Chap-
ters in American Historical Pageantry (Glassberg, 1990) include “The Place Is
the Hero,” “Community Development Is the Plot,” and “To Explain the City to
Itself.” Percy MacKaye was a playwright who was also a passionate champion
of the democratic ideal. In 1912 he said, “True democracy is vitally concerned
with beauty, and true art is vitally concerned with citizenship” (MacKaye, 1909).
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He was hired by several cities to produce pageants to help citizens look ahead. I’d
thought that pageantry was an urban phenomenon; but one day I was browsing in
the Sauk City public library, saw photos of their pageant, and realized it was a rural
phenomenon, too.

Then there’s the theme of Progressive politics in the upper Midwest. In
Wisconsin, the “Wisconsin Idea” represented a collaboration between State and
University, a path to helping make Governor “Fighting Bob” LaFollette’s vision
that Wisconsin should become the most democratic state in America. University
Extension arts played a part early in the century. The Bureau of Community
Drama was headed by Ethel Rockwell, director of the Sauk City pageant. The
Bureau of Community Music was headed by “Pop” Gordon, who believed that
bringing different groups together to form community singing societies would
help bridge cultural and political differences. The “Insurgent Theater” was con-
ceived by Professor Thomas Dickenson in the 1910s. Reflecting on his work
decades later, he wrote, “there is absolutely no question of the organic associa-
tion of the spirit of our work with LaFollette progressivism. My chief interest
was in the outworking of democracy, of which I considered the theatre the work-
shop” (Gard, 1955). This work was so successful that in 1945 Robert E. Gard,
playwright (and — full disclosure — my father) was hired to help people uncover
their creativity through writing and drama; he called this work the Wisconsin
Idea Theatre. All this work laid the foundation for Gard’s groundbreaking view
of the role of the arts in broader, values-based community development (Gard
et al., 1969).

Edward J. Ward, active in the Social Center Movement, recorded the discussion
of the Center idea at the National Municipal League’s conference in Buffalo (Ward,
1915). My historian friend, Gwen Drury, wrote in a personal communication to me:

The motto of the Social Center Movement was “From the corners to the center.”
Proponents wanted people from opposite political views and social statuses, and
even racial groups, to have a place where they could get to know each other face
to face and use that diversity of viewpoints to discuss the issues and build the
best self-governing democracy possible. Theirs was one of the first uses of the
term “social capital.”

Ward was brought to the University of Wisconsin in 1909 to create the Bureau
of Civic and Social Development in the Extension division. In nearby Sauk City,
a couple of years before the pageant, Ward led a four-day Community Institute to
explore how people of all ages, backgrounds, and perspectives could together cre-
ate a great community. One of the outcomes of this Institute was the decision to
transform Sauk City’s school building “into a headquarters of the Whole People
where men, women, and children may come to talk, think, act, play, laugh, dance,
and deliberate” (Creel, 1914). The village government conferred the title of Village
Social Secretary on the principal of the school.
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Which brings us back to the “Social Center Pageant” of 1914. The cover page of
the script, written by Zona Gale (later a Pulitzer Prize—winning playwright) says:

A Social Center Pageant and Processional: Celebrating the Transfer of the
Ballot Box from the Town Hall to the Public Schoolhouse
An Event which definitely Signalizes the Perception that Government is no
longer merely the Selection of Agents for Repression But is the All-Inclusive
and Living Fellowship of Citizens in a Creative Process of Self-Education.
(Gale, 1914)

The show began with a glimpse at how the Indigenous Sac and Fox tribal groups
had found common ground to defuse conflict. Then scenes — taking place in various
parts of town as the audience moved along with the show — traced the community’s
history from tribal days to the appearance of French and then Germans who set-
tled quickly into conflict based on culture and politics. The character of Nobody
appeared:

Into the turmoil slunk a . . . gloomy figure who announced: “Nobody is to blame.
I am Nobody. The town, you say, is dead; no welcome is there here; your lives,
you say are bleak . . . the things that should be done are left undone. Why?
Because what’s everybody’s business is mine. I am Nobody.”

(Gale, 1914)

In the final scene of the show, played in front of the village hall, the door of the
hall burst open and the principal, carrying the village ballot box, led the children
of the school in a procession — followed by the cast and audience — to the school
building where the ballot box would be installed as a symbol that the school was
to be the crucible of democracy, not only as a place for voting, but also a place
where the next generation of voters would learn about democratic participation in
both political and social life. The building would become a setting for community
social gatherings, discussion, music, the public library, an employment bureau, and
more — it would become the place of “Whole People,” a place where “The immi-
grant group can be tapped for its rich [culture] . . . so that not only the native-born
be enriched and broadened, but the alien given that absolutely essential sense of
belonging” (Creel, 1914).

While there’s no evidence of voter intimidation in Sauk City, the pageant took
place during a time of threats against voters in the United States. Guards were
posted at ballot boxes in some cities, as there were brawls at some polling places,
and the invention of the voting machine around 1910 brought anxiety.

I see many ideas and ideals swirling around in the United States during the early
part of the 20th century, as well as parallels to today. These came together in the
Sauk City pageant. I see the struggle to articulate what democracy really means,
what “liberty and justice for all” means. The struggle to create a meaningful life
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for everyone — rich or poor; elderly or young; Indigenous, long-time families or
newcomers. The struggle to create truly representative government in which par-
ticipation by anyone was welcomed. The understanding of the purpose of educa-
tion. The dawning recognition that everyone had important stories and creativity
and yearned to have a voice. The wrestling with ways that divisiveness could be
addressed. The need for physical spaces in which people could speak and listen,
work and play together, and come to understand what fellowship in community can
mean. The valuing of “whole people.” And the role the arts could play in all this.

These are questions facing communities and democratic institutions around the
world today. There may be a different vocabulary and new questions raised by
technology, immigration, globalization, family fragmentation, genetic modifica-
tion, mobility, climate change, and personal identity. However, ongoing struggles
around race, civil rights, justice, authoritarianism, and social inequity continue.

Artist-activist Judith Malina (1990) wrote that the role of the artist follows the
needs of changing times:

» In time of social stasis: to activate

* In time of germination: to invent fertile new forms

* In time of revolution: to extend the possibilities of peace and liberty
» In time of violence: to make peace

* In time of despair: to give hope

» In time of silence: to sing out

In the pages that follow, you’ll explore the roles of creativity and big ideas and big
ideals. You’ll read powerful stories.

Can we harness these in our communities? Of course we can. The artist-activists
in the pages to follow challenge us to unleash creativity and access courage to
make the promise of democracy real and meaningful for everyone.

Maryo Gard Ewell
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INTRODUCTION

The Unraveling of Democracy and
Reweaving Civic Life

Modern liberal democracies around the globe are fragile, as many, including in the
United States, are now learning firsthand. This prompts us to ask, what strategies
and practices can help weave a stronger civic fabric — to build a culture of democ-
racy? Observers over the past two centuries have articulated that this fabric must be
much thicker than occasional visits to the ballot box; that democracy builds from
daily individual and interpersonal actions. In other words, the strongest democra-
cies grow from personal behaviors that are interwoven in community and organi-
zational life and ways of working together.

Nearly a century ago, pragmatist social philosopher John Dewey warned that
regardless of adherence to the ideals of democracy, without active participation
and the practice of its norms, democratic systems and ways of life unravel. Dewey
wrote, “for a long period we acted as if our democracy were something that perpet-
uated itself automatically; as if our ancestors had succeeded in setting up a machine
that solved the problem of perpetual motion in politics” (1939, p. 1). Dewey was
writing during the rise of Nazism in Europe and went on to warn of forces, “breed-
ing hate, suspicion, intolerance in the minds of individual human beings” (p. 3) that
mere guarantees of liberties will not protect. The political winds of that time are,
sadly, resurfacing and resurging.

The stories and analysis in this book highlight creative and cultural practices that
seed and foster norms and practices that promote a culture of democracy as well as
action in support of its institutions at a critical time. Democracy as Creative Prac-
tice: Weaving a Culture of Civic Life showcases contributions made by artists and
others to strengthen and forge more just, equitable, and sustainable democracies.
The 16 stories that follow range from public artists in Australia and creative youth
workers in Los Angeles, to teaching artists in Minnesota, to a public spectacle cura-
tor in Portugal, and many others. All point to the same conclusion: creative and
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cultural practices have taken, and can take, even more substantive roles to enhance
civic life and critical practices of democracy. As Maryo Gard Ewell described in
the Foreword, these efforts are not new but have been marginalized in favor of aes-
thetic and cultural practices that reinforce dominant economic and social interests.
They have not been provided the attention and support they deserve, and they are
now so desperately needed.

In this Introduction, we explore some of the broader threats to democracy, look
at relationships between democracy and creative practices, elaborate on what we
mean by practices of democracy, examine how democracies can be enhanced
through creative artistic practices, and introduce the contents of the book. Ques-
tions we explore include: What is a culture of democracy, and how does it become
part of daily life and routine activities? What contributions are culture bearers and
artists making to build more robust and equitable democracies? How can the work
of these artists and culture bearers be better recognized, understood, enhanced, and
supported?

Social policy scholar Paul Spicker (2008) distills democracy into three major
elements. The first is the ideal of democracy, “such as the sovereignty of the peo-
ple, the popular will and individual consent” (p. 251). The second addresses norms
or everyday social practices and approaches to decision-making, including prac-
tices of deliberative democracy, cooperation, equity, and inclusion. His third cat-
egory includes systems of government, legal structures including electoral models,
“in which people choose representatives who are accountable to them” (p. 252).
Recognizing that these three elements are interconnected and cannot exist inde-
pendently, political scientist Richard Kimber (1989) describes the importance of “a
requirement to behave democratically” He goes on to write, “Of course, the only
way of institutionalizing this [behavior] is through the legal system of the regime;
but the legal system itself is not enough. There must also exist accepted norms”
(pp- 210, 211). As Kimber points out, the ideal alone does not ensure rights, and
systems without norms are not on solid ground. Reflecting on what has become
known as the January 6 Insurrection in Washington, D.C. — an event that nearly
toppled democracy in the United States — it is evident that the actions of, or norms
adhered to by, a relatively small number of people held the system together.

Working in community settings the past few decades has led us to appreciate
multiple ways creative practices contribute to community and civic life, fertiliz-
ing the soil in which robust local democracies take root and flourish. In fact, such
work goes beyond preparing the soil to fully engaging people in meaningful activi-
ties that constitute daily practices of democracy. Some artists and culture bearers,
through their individual or organizational work — as well as some community activ-
ists who employ creative and culturally based practices — articulate their work with
the intention of strengthening democracy to make it more just and inclusive. Others
do not describe their work as such, but know they are adding critical threads that
build on participation in democratic community life and helping people become
potent actors in civic arenas.
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Threats to Democracy

That democracies around the world are under threat is not news. Recent events,
however, are but a symptom of a longer-term assault by authoritarian movements
and antidemocratic global capital. It is important to explore the contours of these
threats to remain attuned to their ever-evolving character.

Democracies failed in Europe during the 1920s, 1930s, and 1940s, and there is
evidence some may do so again, according to Timothy Snyder, Yale historian of
German, Eastern European, and Russian histories. In his 2017 book, On Tyranny,
Snyder warns, “the bad news is that the history of modern democracy is also one
of decline and fall” (p. 10). He points out that fascism in Europe came about in the
last century in response to real and perceived inequalities created by globalization,
“and the apparent helplessness of the democracies in addressing them” (p. 12).
Rising inequalities and fears of globalization are again afoot, and Snyder goes on
to warn that Americans in the 21st century, “are no wiser than the Europeans who
saw democracy yield to fascism, Nazism, or communism” during the 20th century
(p. 13). Until recently, many in the United States dismissed such concerns, believ-
ing that history moves only in one direction — towards liberal democracy. This
opens the way, writes Snyder (2017), “for precisely the kinds of regimes we told
ourselves could never return” (p. 118).

Most commonly, democracy is thought of in the limited aspect of voting for
representatives or ballot initiatives, and as functions of governmental institutions
designed to enact laws, allocate resources, regulate activities, and dispense jus-
tice. “Because democracy is so commonly identified in procedural terms,” writes
Spicker (2008), “Voting is a symbol, not the thing itself” (pp. 257-258). We do
not, in the least, suggest diminishing critical functions of electoral choices through
voting (see Chapter 5 by Andrea Assaf, Chapter 13 by Karen Mack with Elizabeth
Cho, and Chapter 16 by Bronwyn Mauldin and Artists 4 Democracy in this vol-
ume). Rather, we hope to expand thinking on multiple ways in which democracy
shows up in daily practices, and in doing so, to strengthen its institutional forms
while simultaneously providing the essential fuel democracies need to evolve and
function more equitably. It is through everyday lived experience that we encounter
social and civic practices of democracy that build up communities — or, in the lack
of such practices, that allow them to fall apart.

There are too many individual instances of threats to democracy to catalog here,
so we examine some of the broader trends operating in service of a composite pic-
ture that help comprehend what is going wrong and what is at stake.

In the United States, recent public opinion speaks to the fragility of the demo-
cratic idea. According to the Pew Research Center, democracy is still a popular
form of government that people generally favor. But some respondents lacked a
full-throated commitment to democracy because of their frustrations with the way
it functions in their particular context. These frustrations have been exploited by
those who seek power in antidemocratic ways. Pew’s researchers found that the
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strongest predictor of dissatisfaction with democracy was unhappiness with the
state of the economy (Wike & Fetterolf, 2021). This finding is not surprising given
the alignment between economic and political life, particularly under neoliberal
capitalism dominant in Western countries.

One of the most salient threats to democracy globally is the resurgence of pop-
ulism. By populism, we mean a constellation of political behaviors with several
features. First, populist leaders appeal to “the people,” posing them in opposition
to intellectuals, scientists, public servants, journalists, and other experts, as well as
established systems of laws and government. Second, populism responds to a sense
of crisis for which political institutions and arrangements are deemed insufficient
(Rivero et al., 2022). This may be caused by a number of factors, but the crisis
is made to seem urgent and existential. Third, populists tinker with an outsider
political style that disregards or engenders mistrust of traditional forms of evidence
or facts, thus promoting ignorance of all that does not interest the populist actor
(Moffitt & Tormey, 2014). In this post-truth trap, common evidentiary standards
cannot be reached, and the nature of what is real (or scientifically valid) is con-
tinually contested and mediated through political rhetoric (Rivero et al., 2022). As
Snyder (2017) warns, “Post-truth is pre-fascism” (p. 71).

Populist thinking includes the re-articulation of “freedom” as the absence of
civic or social responsibility, and even gives permission to abandon civil behav-
iors or to observe laws. Finally, the construction of a favored “people” depends
on an imaginary of an “other” that is outside the bounds of the body politic, such
as immigrants, the undeserving poor, and gender minorities (Rivero et al., 2022,
p- 103). This “other” is often the target of scorn, harmful policies, and acts of
hate and violence. These cultural divisions are fed by social and popular media
that reinforce polarization through disagreements about collective shared history
(think of Holocaust denial, rebranding slavery as a “controversial labor practice,”
and more).

As a propellent of populism around the globe, economic inequality looms
large. According to the international Organisation for Economic Co-operation and
Development (OECD), income inequality in rich and poor countries is at its high-
est level in a century, with the richest 10% earning nearly 10 times the income
of the bottom 10% across several nations (OECD, 2015). In the United States,
the top 1% of the population control as much wealth as the bottom 90% (Smith
et al., 2021). Economic inequality this severe has negative consequences for over-
all economic growth as well as immiserating the lives of the poor, who are left out
of the benefits when economic times are good, while suffering the consequences
when times are tough. But not all economic inequality or dislocation is real: some
is perceived. Some economic anxiety is rooted in racial concerns tied to fears of
white people losing their economic and dominant cultural status (Ehrenfreund &
Clement, 2016).

A related and less visible global force threatening democracy is neoliberalism.
Wendy Brown in Undoing the Demos (2015) describes neoliberalism as “a peculiar
form of reason that configures all aspects of existence in economic terms [that] is
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quietly undoing basic elements of democracy” (p. 17). Geographer David Harvey,
in A Brief History of Neoliberalism (2005), traces its origins to labor unrest of
100 years ago and efforts by large corporate entities to enlist governments in sup-
pression of workers. Corporations largely succeeded, going on to pit governments
(local and national) against one another in competition to attract capital to places
with more docile labor pools as well as looser (if any) health, safety, and envi-
ronmental regulations. Global capital, in general, endeavors to operate outside
national borders and democratic governments while seeking to enlist their compli-
ance. According to Brown, legal structures unfriendly to capital are

identified in neoliberal reason as unacceptable blockades in a (mythical) free
market, parallel to the ways that welfare provisions such as health care and
social security, and even public services and public institutions come to be
coded as socialist and cast as market democracy’s antithesis.

(pp. 153—154)

Brown (2015) recounts an early articulation of neoliberal philosophy promoted by
British Prime Minister Margaret Thatcher in the 1980s. Thatcher declared, “There
is no such thing as society. There are only individual men and women . . . and their
families” (p. 100). With this subtle but profound cultural shift, the social compact
dissolves, with everyone encouraged to act only on their own behalf. As a result,
Brown argues, governments no longer serve the public, but act on behalf of the
market. She writes, “Citizens, meanwhile, are rendered as investors or consum-
ers, not as members of a democratic polity who share power and certain common
goods, spaces, and experiences” (p. 176). French social philosopher Michel Fou-
cault characterizes the difference between liberalism and neoliberalism in that, in
the latter, the state must “govern for the market, not because of the market” (1979,
p- 121, The Birth of Biopolitics).

Another assault on democracy in the United States comes ironically through its
Supreme Court. An activist conservative majority has rendered decisions gutting
civil liberties, reproductive rights, and voting rights — to the delight of the right —
as the rest of the nation wonders what denigrations are yet to come. In 2010, the
court issued a ruling (Citizens United v. Federal Election Commission) permitting
unlimited corporate money in political campaigns. These and other actions are the
result of a decades-long political and economic project to reshape the courts, led
by conservative thinkers such as James Buchanan and funded by the right-wing
billionaire Koch brothers, among others, as detailed in Nancy MacLean’s chilling
book, Democracy in Chains (MacLean, 2017).

Rampant misinformation and willful denial about the legitimacy of elections in
the United States and beyond is fueled by Donald Trump and his allies, who con-
tinue to promote the “Big Lie” that the presidential election was stolen from him
in 2020. In the 2022 midterm elections, an overwhelming majority of Republican
candidates actively sowed doubt about the trustworthiness of electoral systems.
These behaviors are not confined to the United States.
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Liberal democracy in America was founded on the enslavement of Africans, the
removal and decimation of Indigenous people, and disenfranchisement of women.
No narrative of American history is complete without recognition of these facts
(Mills, 2017). Nevertheless, there has been a massive backlash against discussion
of racial equity, reparations, and historic injustices. Widespread legislative efforts
have been undertaken to ban critical race theory in school curricula, defund or even
prohibit diversity training, ban books that mention racial oppression and marginali-
zation, and redefine slavery as a charitable job training program. Again, the United
States is not alone in the maltreatment of Indigenous and non-dominant racial and
ethnic groups. Alika Hope and Penny Brandt, in Chapter 10, describe their work
with youth to explore slavery and other injustices through their performance and
musical work. In turn, their practices are now guided by the youth who point out to
them how similar conditions and treatment of people persist.

Cultural Sector Complicity?

We cannot say the formal creative and cultural sectors have directly contributed
to the deterioration of democracies, but in some ways they have been complicit.
Beginning in the 1980s, particularly in the United States and the United Kingdom,
the arts and culture sectors were marketized in neoliberal fashion. The value of
artists, arts organizations, and their activities began to be measured by their con-
tributions to the economy, job creation, tourism, real estate development, and for
their spillover impacts on restaurants and retail establishments. Arts agencies and
advocacy groups across most Western countries have continued to bank on this
rationale for support of the arts and culture sector. Participating as a consumer has
taken the place of active engagement in cultural as well as civic arenas rather than
sharing ones’ stories and talents and deliberating concerns as citizens.

A study of philanthropic patterns by the National Committee for Responsive
Philanthropy (Sidford, 2011) examined over $2 billion in annual grantmaking in
the arts to find “the vast majority of that funding supports cultural organizations
whose work is based in the elite segment of the Western European cultural tradi-
tion — commonly called the canon — and whose audiences are predominantly white
and upper income” (p. 4). This study was reproduced in 2017 to find that the pattern
had, in fact, become more inequitable (Sidford, 2017). After the racial reckoning
in the aftermath of the George Floyd murder in 2020, some small shifts may have
taken place. However, corporate-style institutional structures and curatorial pro-
cesses and choices continue to reinforce long-standing patterns of a cultural sector
largely supporting a status-quo vision of power and privilege. Top-down produc-
tion and distribution models see art as product and the public as buyers. Only a
miniscule portion of charitable resources have supported those artists and organi-
zations challenging this status quo who promote equity and democratic practices.

In the face of this, and increasing threats to democratic ways of life, the arts and
cultural sectors cannot go along or even stand on the sidelines as the advance of
populism, neoliberalism, and growing inequities threaten the fabric of democracies.
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We assert that a democratic corrective can and should come from every sector, and
we have seen many examples of artists and creative cultural practices leading the
way. We believe there is hope for equitable and inclusive democracies, and locate
part of that hope in the work of artists and cultural workers. Examples in this book
describe the vanguard of building more just cultures of democracy. In the sections
that follow, we elaborate on what we mean when we talk about democracy and dis-
cuss how creative and cultural practices can and do make meaningful contributions
to more equitable and inclusive forms and practices of both culture and democracy.

Democracy as Ways of Living Together

Democracy is an ideal and a set of practices made real through daily interactions as
well as institutions established to carry out its functions that are designed to reflect
the will of the people. In 1939, Dewey wrote that democracy succeeds,

only as we realize in thought and act that democracy is a personal way of indi-
vidual life; that it signifies the possession and continual use of certain attitudes,
forming personal character and determining desire and purpose in all the rela-
tions of life.

(p. 2, emphasis original)

Democratic ways of being and interacting begin with daily practices and, as such,
succeed when they become part of the culture or cultures of communities. Dewey
(1939) called for “creative democracy” to be practiced in everyday situations of
human association, including the family, schools, the workplace, and religion.
Using the anthropological definition of culture as “a way of life” (Williams, 1976),
or as it has been extended to describe complex, diverse communities as “ways of
living together” (Pérez de Cuéllar, 1996; Borrup, 2021), we argue in this book for
the advancement of a culture of democracy, or in a pluralistic sense, cultures of
democracy — ways of living and building communities around principles consist-
ent with democratic ideals, norms, and systems — that strive to achieve more just
and inclusive societies. “Creative democracy is more than a pipe dream,” writes
Andrew Zitcer (2021) in Practicing Cooperation: Mutual Aid Beyond Capitalism.
“It is manifested by those courageous enough to enter into relationship with it as
both a value and a practice” (p. 182).

A question that this book can only begin to explore is, what would a culture of
democracy look like? Urban planning and civic engagement scholar and practi-
tioner Patsy Healey (2012) sums up some of the practical aspects, writing:

Formal government and accompanying political mechanisms to render gov-
ernment institutions accountable and hence legitimate are needed at federal,
national, state/province/region and local levels, along with supra-national link-
ages and global arrangements. However, these exist within, and need to reflect
and interact with a political culture in which multiple civil society voices and
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movements can find expression, and connect to the arenas of formal govern-
ment. It is through this multiplicity that the hegemonies of dominant forces
(such as those of corporate capitalism, or of a powerful political ideology) can
be continually challenged. This implies that political cultures and the practices
of government institutions co-evolve, shaped by complex processes of mobili-
zation, networking and persuasion. It is through such interactions that the streets
of daily life and the corridors of government activity move nearer together.

(- 33)

In addition to constituting a way of life, or the culture of a community, a critical tenet
of democracy is that it is relational. Echoing Dewey, Richard Rorty, and others, Zitcer
(2021) describes democracy as, “an ongoing relational process that needs to occur
in our everyday interactions” (p. 216). One of the ways artists can make important
contributions is in fostering relationship building that transcends cultures and differ-
ences, brings people together, and moves them to collective action.

Embracing cultural, political, racial, economic, and other forms of difference
constitutes the work of building democracies. In her book Deliberative Acts, Ara-
bella Lyon (2013) asks, “How do diverse peoples recognize and respond to each
other while respecting differences of being and knowing?” (p. 8). She observes
that “theories of deliberative democracy tend to omit the difficulties of engaging
cross-cultural discourses and people” (p. 12). Who better, we argue, to help peo-
ple engage in such discourses and experiences than artists? They elucidate cul-
tural forms and involve people through creative expression to better understand
and appreciate both similarities and differences to forge common ground. In this
book, Alan Hill, Kelly Hussey-Smith, Marnie Badham, A. K. M. Uddin, and Sagar
Chbhetri, in Chapter 8, describe how their photography project that extends over
several Asian-Pacific countries does just that.

This work helps people develop cultural competencies that extend to productive
civic activities. Desirée Campagna (2022), in her book Participatory Governance
and Cultural Development, writes, “Cultural participatory processes are opportuni-
ties for promoting ‘inclusive cultural empowerment,” making individuals use their
cultural competencies to develop cultural actions in their social context” (p. 3).
Authors in the Learning Environments section of this book, Maria Asp, Sonja
Kuftinec, and Kiyoko Motoyama Sims, describe building on those competencies
in classrooms preparing young people for active democratic participation.

Distinguishing “Cultures of Democracy”

A lifetime of study is not sufficient to fully describe any culture, including one so
complex that it embodies democracy. Social philosopher Charles Taylor (2007) in
his article “Cultures of Democracy and Citizen Efficacy,” writes:

It may well be that the attempt to answer totally general questions — such as,
what are the conditions of democracy? — is misguided. General questions
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assume that there is some recognizable political culture of democracy and a
set of economic and social conditions that enable this. In fact, it would seem
more sensible to start from another basic assumption: that there are cultures of
democracy, in the plural. Just as we have (many of us) stopped talking about
modernity and speak now of multiple modernities, so we will have to recognize
different democratic forms.

(p. 118, emphasis original)

We are not the first to employ the terms “culture” or “cultures of democracy” but
hope to clearly illustrate ways creative work fosters such conditions. We distin-
guish cultures of democracy from related approaches such as cultural democracy
and democratization of culture while building on these ideas in a continuum.

More widely used in Europe, the idea of the democratization of culture was initi-
ated at the end of the 1950s, proposing that the masterpieces of humanity should
be accessible to as many people as possible. In other words, “to bring cultural
heritage closer to the public and to encourage the creation of works of art to enrich
it” (Porto Santo Charter). Democratization of culture began as a top-down or colo-
nialist vision in which one monolithic culture is to be “democratically” or more
equally distributed. Recognizing the diversity of cultures, more recent iterations of
democratization of culture in the European Union call on governments and cultural
institutions to incorporate democratic practices within the mechanisms of funding,
governance, and management of the field.

The movement and practice of promoting cultural democracy gained traction
as a bottom-up or decolonizing approach in the United States in the 1980s. It is
described in the Porto Santo Charter as an effort to build consensus around culture
and democracy. According to the Charter, cultural democracy:

advocates for the creation of conditions for a more active cultural participation,
and the recognition of the cultural practices of different social groups. “Cultural
Democracy” implies a new relational model between institutions and commu-
nities: culture becomes a platform where each person can participate and be
responsible. This paradigm implies a change in attitude and a shift from the
model of cultural consumption to a model of cultural commitment. It values
what each one knows, their traditions, their voice. It does not “bring culture”
into a territory, because culture already exists in every territory: it values local
culture and complements it with other cultural expressions, opening up local
experience to the universal, and stimulating this dialogue.

(Porto Santo Charter, n.d.)

While perhaps two sides of a coin, these ideas are focused on building the ideals
and practices of democracy in the cultural arena. They do not explicitly mobilize
the cultural and arts sector to contribute to practices of democracy in the broader
sociopolitical context, although many practitioners do just that and have built the
foundation on which the work described in this book stands.
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Recognizing activist approaches taken by many artists in the late 1990s, an effort
was launched in the United States to support artists and arts organizations in social
change work under a program called Animating Democracy. With Ford Founda-
tion support, and housed within the Washington, D.C., arts advocacy organization
Americans for the Arts, nonprofits across the United States were provided grants,
networking opportunities, and support to engage communities in civic dialogue
through topical artworks with artists and their work as catalysts. Artwork addressed
local and global social issues, applying many strategies in public dialogue facilita-
tion. Animating Democracy had a two-decade-long life building a legacy of prac-
tice among many artists and organizations.

Creative work that has come to be known as civic or social practice, or socially
engaged art, often comes from schools of artists committed to employing their
skills in progressive social change work. It aims directly at working in civic and
political arenas generally focused around a specific social issue. Practices we
include in this volume overlap with and draw from these concepts and practices.
Andrea Assaf, in Chapter 5, traces her personal journey through these art practices
evolving into ways of making theatre that employs and instills democratic prac-
tices with collaborators and audiences alike. Rui Gongalves Cepeda, in Chapter 7,
writes about an artist-designed public spectacle in Portugal that engages people as
actors in a colloquial cultural practice. This work and ways of working, highlighted
in these chapters and others, reverberate outwardly across the ideals, norms, and
systems of democracy, fostering ongoing individual and social actions and ways of
participating in everyday practices of democracy as well as in its institutions and
systems.

Democracy as Practice

Echoing the work of moral philosopher Alasdair Maclntyre Zitcer (2021) writes,
“ethical community life is based on sustained, complex forms of association known
as practices. Practices are specific to a given time and place, derived from tradi-
tions, and based in shared narratives. Through practices, it is possible to pursue
democratic, just, and inclusive ends” (p. 56). In a related idea, Zitcer goes on to
assert that, “The work of securing the place of practices in the transformation of
society is to emphasize that nothing is done in isolation from anything else or any-
one else” (p. 67). Practices are inherently social and communal.

In a similar way of thinking, in a city planning context, Healey (2012) asserts the
importance of a focus on what she calls micro-practices of democracy-in-action.
These range from the day-to-day of accessing services, being recognized in the
workplace, sharing public space in streets, parks, and playgrounds, to participat-
ing in neighborhood design, planning, or policy work. This involvement, she says,
“points towards a ‘culture of practice’ (a way of being/doing; not just a way of say-
ing)” (p. 34). It is in these micro-practices she asserts, “that people get to learn what
building more people-centered, pluralistic and richly intelligent political cultures
in which diverse voices get to be listened to respectfully can mean” (p. 30-31).
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Healey’s ideas are highly relevant to the community work of artists described in
this book. In Chapters 2 and 12, Meena Natarajan and Lisa Jo Epstein, respectively,
describe their work in the context of participatory community planning in Minne-
apolis and Philadelphia.

Rarely have just and humane societies come about through a focus on outcomes
(or ends) while neglecting the ways of getting there (the means). Jane Addams,
founder and long-time leader of Chicago’s Hull House and the Settlement House
Movement in the United States wrote, “Social advance depends as much upon the
process through which it is secured as upon the result thereof” (cited in Serrat,
2017, p. 240). Australian contributors to this book, D’ Arcy Molan, Katya Johanson
and Emily Potter (Chapter 1 as well as Anna Kennedy-Borissow in Chapter 4)
write about how community-led creative recovery addresses the integrity of cul-
tural work that reflects community values while reinforcing democratic practices
in rural communities.

From our studies of democracy and experiences with creative and cultural prac-
tices, we identified a set of six practices we find share common ground across
democracy and ways artists and cultural organizations engage in community-
building and social change practices. In summary, these are:

1. Storytelling and the construction of narratives that create empathy and increase
levels of comfort with people and ideas that are different or unfamiliar. These
are seen in this volume in chapters by Kiyoko Motoyama Sims, Maria Asp and
Sonja Kuftinec, Alika Hope and Penny Brandt, Alan Hill et al., and Heather
McLean.

2. Design of the built environment or creation of spaces and places that foster equi-
table interactions, relationship-building, and a sense of belonging. We see in the
chapters by Rachel Wenrick and Kirsten Kaschock, Karen Mack and Elizabeth
Cho, Rui Gongalves Cepeda, as well as D’Arcy Molan, Katya Johanson, and
Emily Potter.

3. Distribution of power and leadership that dissolves hierarchies, builds bridges,
welcomes participation, and builds political agency among individuals and
groups. These questions are addressed by Andrea Assaf, Lisa Jo Epstein, and
Meena Natarajan, and Anna Kennedy-Borissow.

4. Discourse and deliberation that fosters learning and a sense of multiple pos-
sibilities while building capacities for collective problem-solving. More ideas
on these practices can be found in our Learning Environments section, and in
chapters by Vincent Russell, and Karen Mack with Elizabeth Cho.

5. Advocacy and organizing that generates greater understanding and provides
inclusive vehicles for resistance and mobilizing change. These are addressed in
chapters by Bronwyn Mauldin, Meena Natarajan, and Andrea Assaf.

6. Engagement in governing and electoral processes to maintain accountability,
legitimize, and formalize institutions of democracy. We learn more about this
practice later in the book by Johanna K. Taylor, Amanda Lovelee, and Mallory
Rukhsana Nezam (CAIR Lab), Bronwyn Mauldin, as well as Vincent Russell.
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In advancing these practices through their work, the artists, educators, and observ-
ers writing in this book illustrate what Healey (2012) describes as, “Small struggles
which hardly seem to make a difference [that], if built on in the flow of time, lead
to major changes in political cultures” (p. 20).

Learning “Democratic Dispositions”

Beyond the ideals and broad characteristics of democracy and its systems, estab-
lishing socio-political norms are central to successful democracies. How and
where do people throughout life develop and practice democratic ways of living,
gain practical skills, and build relationships to contribute as co-creators in their
communities?

Democracy scholar, Mark E. Warren, looks at synergies between the norms and
systems through his self-transformation thesis. He explores how participation in
democratic processes and institutions alters attitudes and behaviors that in turn
strengthen democracies. Warren (1993) speculates that, “increasing participation
in a range of institutions — such as workplaces, schools, neighborhoods, and city
organizations — is likely to produce individuals with democratic dispositions”
(p. 209). The self, he claims, “is constituted through interactions with its social
context” (p. 210). Campagna (2022) agrees, writing, “participation activates a vir-
tuous cycle of capacity building, legitimacy, and social capital” (p. 32). People
can be transformed through participation including discourse and deliberation in a
variety of civic and social settings. Warm Cookies of the Revolution (Chapter 14),
described by Vincent Russell, builds individual and community muscles for pro-
ductive discourse, deliberation, and co-creation of solutions. Authors of all four
chapters in the Learning Environments section illustrate how they employ creative
tools for individual and collective transformation.

Warren goes on to say that individuals who participate in these social prac-
tices, “would be more tolerant of differences, more sensitive to reciprocity, bet-
ter able to engage in moral discourse and judgment, and more prone to examine
their own preferences — all qualities conducive to the success of democracy”
(1993, p. 209). Ironically, one cannot assume that people in the professional
arena who build and operate the systems and bureaucracies designed to carry out
policies of democracy possess the qualities Warren describes. David E. Booher
(2004) in his National Civic Review article, Collaborative Governance Prac-
tices and Democracy, finds that “Many public officials [as well as] members of
the public are unfamiliar with such methods of collaborative governance prac-
tice as mediation and facilitation, process design, authentic public participa-
tion, cross-cultural communication, and reflective dialogue; nor do they have the
skills to participate” (p. 42).

In his book Democracy Administered: How Public Administration Shapes Rep-
resentative Government (2021), Anthony Bertelli describes how, “The project of
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public administration is to integrate policy work into representative government in
theory and to ensure that the behavior of policy workers supports each theory of
such integration in practice” (p. 174). Bertelli looks at the synergies and tensions
between elected officials, policies they set, and policy workers who carry them out,
pointing to the dilemma that “no structure is neutral to democratic values; each
one enhances some values while compromising others” (p. 10). Interplay between
ideals of democracy, administrative and policy structures, and norms practiced by
people working within them are addressed in Chapter 15, by Johanna K. Taylor,
Amanda Lovelee, and Mallory Rukhsana Nezam (CAIR Lab), who describe how
artists-in-residence in municipal governments bring creativity and democracy
closer together.

Public education has long been considered a critical space in which people early
in life learn and hone citizenship skills. Civic education scholars Steven P. Camicia
and Ryan Knowles (2021) write that while “supporting democracy comprises
one of the most stated goals of public education” (p. 5), . . . civic education has
either fallen out of the public school curriculum or fails to address issues in our
democracy” (p. vii). They are certainly not alone in this observation. Democracy
scholar and activist, Harry Boyte (2018) came to the same conclusion in his book,
Awakening Democracy through Public Work. Boyte works with schools to prepare
students for active civic life while trying to create a more “democratic atmosphere”
within educational institutions (p. 141). Boyte describes fostering young citizens-
to-be, observing that, “people are not born knowing how to be citizen co-creators”
(p. 107).

Personal transformation and the forming of cultures of democracy go hand in
hand. Boyte’s democracy-building work in educational settings prepares active
citizens while bridging them with communities and the issues they face. He calls
this, “an approach to citizenship in which citizens are co-creators, builders of the
common world, not simply voters and volunteers who fit into that world or protest-
ers who oppose it” (p. 5—6, emphasis in original). Although his book never men-
tions artists, he calls participants in his program “artisans of possibility” (p. 143).

The field of education since Dewey’s advocacy in the late 19th century, and pos-
sibly before, has wrestled with ways of building individual and social capacities
to bolster democracy. Planning and public policy scholar Robert W. Lake (2017)
described Dewey’s ideas in this arena:

Education as preparation for participation in democratic reasoning represented
a radical departure from the prevailing focus of education as preparation for
participation in the industrial labor force. Dewey’s views on education in this
regard encountered vigorous opposition from corporate and government inter-
ests that sought to align the purpose of public education with the needs of a
rapidly expanding industrial economy

(p. 487).
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Artists as Practitioners (and Teachers) of Democracy

Artists refract the world around them, breaking the light and re-assembling it differ-
ently. From this, we gain new perspectives and new ways of thinking. Artists in this
book take their work further. They galvanize groups and communities to envision
and build alternatives, mobilize movements through rehearsals, and move onto the
public stage. In his 1939 charge to re-invigorate democracy, Dewey wrote, “The
task can be accomplished only by inventive effort and creative activity.” (p. 1). This
is exactly what we see artists bringing. Writers in this book describe how public
sentiment is moved, policies changed, political candidates rise and fall. Artists are
in the thick of this work in more ways than is generally acknowledged.

Constitutional scholar Danielle Allen (2006) calls the American Civil Rights
Movement a refounding of the United States that created an opportunity to recon-
stitute the social contract and build new democratic structures on the backs of the
old, failed ones. In her book, Our Declaration, Allen wrote:

The best way to avoid being dominated is to help build the world . . . to help, like
an architect, determine its pattern and structure. The point of political equality
is not merely to secure spaces free from domination but also to engage all mem-
bers of a community equally in the work of creating and constantly recreating
that community

(cited in Boyte, 2018, p. 8).

Artists engage people to become architects and designers in ongoing processes of
creation and re-creation. Meena Natarajan (Chapter 2) and Lisa Jo Epstein (Chap-
ter 12) illustrate how practices of theater-making and the work of building and
rebuilding communities can be one and the same. Kirsten Kaschock and Rachel
Wenrick, writing about Philadelphia’s Writers Room in Chapter 4, similarly reflect
on collective processes to construct spaces for envisioning and building more equi-
table and engaged communities.

In an illuminating book, Grassroots Leadership and the Arts for Social Change
(2017), contributing author Garth A. Ross asks, “since many of the problems
our communities face are cultural, why do we invest so little in cultural tools for
responding to cultural problems?” (in Erenrich & Wergin, 2017, p. 259). “Just as
we turn to financial tools for responding to financial problems,” Ross continues,
“we must turn to cultural tools for responding to cultural problems” (p. 259).

Creative and cultural work needs to be recognized as a vastly underemployed
vehicle for engaging people in stimulating imaginations, building relationships,
and learning to work together in communities to define critical social issues, co-
create new solutions, build power, and mobilize people to action.

This book is about doing just that, bringing more tools to the work of shap-
ing more just and inclusive forms of democracy on the governmental level and
in daily life, institutions, and professional practices. We need to turn to highly
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creative people who are available in every community: artists and arts and cul-
tural workers and their organizations. And, while not all artists or organizations
are inclined towards or prepared for this work, many are — and have been for more
than 100 years, as described in the Foreword. “Artists and artistic leaders can be
creative problem-posers who use the arts as a tool to galvanize communities into
collective problem-solvers,” asserts Ross (in Erenrich & Wergin, 2017, p. 260).
They are at work in communities asking probing, challenging questions and lead-
ing processes in which people come together to learn and to devise unique solu-
tions for social problems. Vincent Russell gives an inside view of Colorado’s Warm
Cookies of the Revolution in Chapter 14, and Karen Mack with Elizabeth Cho, in
Chapter 13, illustrate how they engage residents in co-creating and deliberating
solutions to sticky issues. This work brings people together and mobilizes them to
address shared interests through co-created solutions and collective action as well
as to press governmental bodies to do the right thing — or to change the players, as
Bronwyn Mauldin describes in Chapter 16.

The idea of the citizen-artist has been discussed by numerous scholars and prac-
titioners (Burnham, 1998; Plessner, 2018, 2022; Green, 2011; Sturm, 2018), bridg-
ing the profession of artist with social responsibility and activism in the political
world. James Baldwin was called a citizen-artist “who assumed the dual responsi-
bilities of art practice and political activism” (Gehlawat, 2022, p. 108). Similarly,
Leonard Bernstein, for his outspoken nature related to injustices he saw, has been
called a citizen-artist (Bernstein, 2018). Artist collectives such as Group Mate-
rial and Guerilla Girls, active in New York from the late 1970s through much of
the 1990s, took more radical, activist roles largely to provoke debate and animate
social issues. However, these kinds of efforts remain on the margins of cultural
practice, or, as in the cases of Baldwin and Bernstein, the citizen part was consid-
ered a peculiar add-on to their central practice.

Artists, including Assaf, Epstein, Mauldin, Natajaran, and others in this volume,
take their role still further, fully blending artistic practices with social activism.
Activism is their art. They apply creative methods to community organizing, group
facilitation, formulating policy alternatives, and getting out the vote. Spaces and
activities created by artists and other activists — whether they be mental, social, or
physical spaces — can stimulate civic imaginations serving as models for new, more
equitable ways of living together. Building civic imaginations and gathering tools
to be agents of worldmaking (or remaking), as Dilip Parameshwar Gaonkar in Pub-
lic Culture (2007) calls for, are other contributions these artists make along with
inciting the “capacity to aspire” (Appadurai, 2007, p. 33). The work of artists and
cultural organizations in this book illustrate this through ways they dissect stories,
larger narratives, daily life patterns, and institutional behaviors. Heather McLean,
in Western Canada (Chapter 6), with her collaborative satirical performances,
inspires with humor and radical notions of addressing complex social issues.

Citing the transformative 1970s work of Paolo Friere, Jon Wergin (in Erenrich
& Wergin, 2017) writes, “Friere’s theory [is] that people undergo a shift in
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consciousness as they become aware of the limits that surround them, and require a
‘dialogic process’ for this to happen” (p. 317). Wergin goes on to highlight the criti-
cal role for the arts, “namely providing a forum for participation in a safe ‘aesthetic
space’ and consolidation of energy” (p. 317). “Creating energy for social change,”
writes Wergin, “is not just about persuasion through rational arguments, as neces-
sary as that might be; it is also about connecting to others in extra-rational ways,
through the heart, which of course is what the arts do” (2017, p. xlii). We see artists
moving not only hearts but mouths, feet, hands, the full action of bodies, and, most
importantly, other people.

Structure of the Book

We hope you will be moved by the stories that follow. As editors, we employed
our personal and professional networks to solicit writers for this book. We were
moved by the large number of chapter proposals received, from which we selected
16 based on their mix of creative practices, writing quality, and connection with the
practices of democracy. In this group we saw artists working in four distinct arenas
around which we organized the book. We then invited writers who have recognized
knowledge of each of these four arenas to compose introductions to these sections.
Place-Based Work is introduced by Jeremy Liu and John K. C. Liu; Learning Envi-
ronments, by Susan Badger Booth; Aesthetic Strategies, by Diane Ragsdale and
Shannon Litzenberger; and Civic Processes, by Roberto Bedoya. While these are
not the only arenas in which artists work, they encompass important sociopolitical
settings and places to advance the conversation we hope this book contributes to.
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INTRODUCTION TO PLACE-BASED
ACTIONS

Following the Thread of Place-Based Actions

Jeremy Liu and John K. C. Liu

Culture, unlike democracy, is self-propelled and self-propagating: it is persistent,
in ways that democracy strives to be; it is effusive, in ways that democracy should
be; it is practical, as democracy must always be; and it is critical, in ways democ-
racy is too often not. In these ways, culture’s strength and importance to civic life
is that it runs through everything; it is the warp to democracy’s weft. The growing
recognition of Indigenous wisdom about place and its management are important
to acknowledge in any discussion of place-based work. The “new” ideas of regen-
erative and permaculture agriculture can draw a lineage to Indigenous wisdom,
for example. Regeneration of democracy, and permaculture-like practices in its
stewardship, remind us that democracy has had an Indigenous lineage well before
the misattribution of its birth date as the American Revolution or even Sth-century
BCE Athens.

Democracy — the value and its practice — requires constant nurturing, widespread
participation, regular renewal, visible processes, and meaningful outcomes. It is
neither a given nor a natural state of human affairs. Creative practice is one mecha-
nism for this social embodiment of democracy, just as its dark twin, civic devious-
ness, can be for society’s authoritarian impulses.

Creative practice runs in our family and in our community along culture’s warp,
interwoven with democratic values manifest in community gardens, affordable
housing, historic preservation, community organizing, economic development,
sustainability, politics and policy, and arts such as performance, poetry, and film.
This path guides us through the four chapters in Part One as they describe creative
practices in four communities where democracy and culture are woven into beauti-
ful tapestries.
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These chapters, read together, reflect an important underlying truth: that cul-
ture is reflected in all democratic practices. Sometimes it manifests expressly as
artistic practice that is a surrogate for a democratic one, as in the examples of
the Lake Street Arts in Minneapolis (Minnesota, USA) and Creative Recovery in
Australia, in which cases dramatic upheaval disrupted the routine functioning of
democratic processes. The examples in West Philadelphia (Pennsylvania, USA)
and in Northwest Victoria (AUS) highlight creative activity or culturally resonant
symbols that anchor the gathering, aligning, and mobilizing effects necessary to a
thriving democracy.

In Chapter 4, “Democracy as Demonstration: A Lifelong, Dreamed of, Home,” we
tap into the conversation that witnessed a patient insistence on widening the circle
of influence around the idea for a Writers Room in West Philadelphia. As the initial
project, the Writers Room, responded to the hopes and dreams of more and more
people in the neighborhood, it evolved into the Second Story Collective, a working
model for “shared living space and shared stories (that) can create a foundation
for meaningful cohabitation and community-building and preservation — that the
right housing innovations can address affordability and equity at the same time.”
Community-based creative practices that guided the evolution of the Writers Room
into the Second Story Collective are powerful examples of persuasive democracy,
where the work of dreaming and designing together persuades more to the causes
of equity and justice in civic life.

Pangea World Theater and the community surrounding Lake Street in Minne-
apolis are located at the epicenter of the uprising in response to the George Floyd
murder. In Chapter 2, “Lake Street Arts! — Creative Democracy in Practice,” Meena
Natarajan (co-artistic and executive director of Pangea World Theater) describes
four dimensions of their creative practice and its influence on shaping a series of
art interventions across from the police station that was the focal point of the 2020
uprising: collective power, preparing the ground, politics of space and time, and
transformation. The core assertion is that “Art and performance that is rooted in
these cross-cultural relationships can model pathways to strengthen the arts as a
vital space for racial, gender based and economic equity.” This effusive democracy
claims space in race, gender, and economic life, pushing it well beyond its most
common association with the political realm.

Democracy happens in all the places where ideas, beliefs, and values are mani-
fested. The greatest triumphs and failures of democratic values have occurred over
the contestation of power in place and over place. It is the link between who and
what and for whom and for what we build and create. In north-west Victoria, aban-
doned grain silos are utilized to reflect a contemporary version of a town “com-
mons” through “the combination of practice, process, and outcome that actively
embraces large-scale community participation and co-creation, as well as smaller
scale artistic interventions in community life” that the authors of Chapter 1, “Repur-
posing Agricultural Infrastructure to Build Cultures of Democracy in Rural Com-
munities: A Case Study From North-West Victoria,” call “democratic spectacle.”
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This case study describes a creative project in which the processes of its creation
are designed to serve an artistic and democratic goal. This insistent democracy
imagines a richly layered civic life where democratic processes are embedded and
made visible throughout, including acknowledgement of the grain silos as symbols
of a colonial and contemporary anti-Indigenous agenda.

Seeking resilience is a growing priority among communities and public and pri-
vate institutions alike. Author Anna Kennedy-Borissow makes a compelling case
for building in arts and cultural approaches to disaster and emergency response
planning in Chapter 3, “How ‘Creative Recovery’ Stimulates a Culture of Democ-
racy: Case Studies of Post-Disaster Creativity in Rural Australia.” We are offered
the possibility that creative recovery projects can directly inform and make more
equitable and just “non-creative recovery” projects. Just as importantly, Kennedy-
Borissow highlights the transformative and transformable nature of creative recov-
ery efforts; indeed, the recovery efforts themselves are resilient!

The diverse perspectives of the four chapters only begin to touch on the range of
diverse cultural practices found in different social contexts. These authors suggest
that considering community in cultural terms makes it much easier to understand
them. For example, in most Western contexts, the focus tends to be on the indi-
vidual and/or individuals; an individual is the unit of analysis or concern. Whereas
in large parts of non-Western societies, the community is most often considered as
the basic social unit. In these divisive times, it is heartening to learn of the evolu-
tion towards recognizing and operationalizing the community as the basic social
unit in these four examples.

For over two decades, in places as different and similar as Boston and Oak-
land, and as far-flung yet so close as Taiwan and Japan, we have practiced com-
munity development as a form of creative expression. Jeremy’s experiences are
grounded in a close and cultural reading of the practice of community development
by and for the Asian American community in two different cultural and identity-
based community development corporations, the Asian Community Develop-
ment Corporation in Boston (Massachusetts, USA) and the East Bay Asian Local
Development Corporation in Oakland (California, USA). But this could also be
described as a myopia that helped him to recognize the cultural in every commu-
nity’s development.

Practices that are grounded in culture have a particular value in advancing an
equitable and just democracy and resilient and regenerative civic life. For example,
while it is common to equate democracy with the act of voting, simply adding up
how many individuals prefer one solution over another often does achieve real
workable solutions in a community setting. Countering this simplistic notion of
democracy can be found in the story of a profound intergenerational community’s
self-help action that created the Siyuan Castle Story Hall, as documented by John,
founder and chairperson of the the National Taiwan University Building and Plan-
ning Research Foundation, who writes: “we switched gears and relied on repeti-
tive story-telling rather than counting individual heads to get closer to the whole
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picture, avoiding splitting the community into majority and minority voices, and
thereby holding the community together” (NTU BPRF, 2023).

Place-based practices, learning environments, community-based aesthetic, and
civic processes represent the fabric of civic life that artists, culture bearers, and
community members weave. And this is related to how we understand democracy.
By weaving culture and creativity into forms of social organization, i.e., a democ-
racy, we come around to “community as the basic social unit,” and “collective and
creative actions” as the core necessary capabilities. And these address the rights of
community members to participate in decision-making — that each has a voice and
a role in contributing to decisions made.

The specific methods and procedures for this voice and role to take place require
cultural input to be efficacious. In an urban diverse community, the procedures
could be quite different from those of a rural tight-knit traditional community, or
of a Native Indigenous community. None is more or less democratic than the oth-
ers, but in order to move from participation to influence, the unique nature of these
procedures must be grasped. Different forms of democratic participation around
the world rely on storytelling as well; Town Hall meeting governance in Massachu-
setts (Commonwealth of Massachusetts, n.d.) and parliamentary government in the
United Kingdom and Europe are two examples.

In our work, we have used role-playing, storytelling, scenario writing, collage
making, spatial patterns, etc., as instruments in facilitating processes of partici-
pation. A longitudinal, randomized trial of storytelling and perspective-taking by
researcher Ayesha McAdams-Mahmoud, ScD, MPH (McAdams-Mahmoud, n.d.)
found that these practices generate statistically significantly steeper decreases
in social prejudice, increased institutional trust, and more equitable and trusting
conversations.

One of the enlightening aspects of community participation is the energizing
effects of the process over the end result. And as important, this energizing effect
can lead to more impactful end results even when the end result is unpredictable
until it emerges. When a physical form finally emerges, it is a full representation
of the collective efforts of the community. This is what we as designers have called
“community aesthetics” or “Democratic aesthetics,” which becomes distinctive
and characteristic of the community.

The full integration of democracy and creative practice can lead to a weaving
of culture into civic life at the most systematic levels of policy and social infra-
structure. A Culture-in-All-Policies approach, akin to the “Health-in-All-Policies”
movement, can provide a comprehensive approach that recognizes the cultural
underpinnings of housing, education, economic development, and other sectors.
Without creative practice, we are knitting a single strand of democracy with the
very real risk of a small snag or catch turning into a catastrophic unraveling. When
we weave culture and creative practice into civic life, we reinforce democracy like
the strength, utility, and beauty of an expertly woven fabric.
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REPURPOSING AGRICULTURAL
INFRASTRUCTURE TO BUILD
CULTURES OF DEMOCRACY IN RURAL
COMMUNITIES

A Case Study from North-West Victoria

D’Arcy Molan, Katya Johanson, and Emily Potter

Natimuk is a town of just over 500 people in the Wimmera region of Australia.
A four-hour drive northwest of the Victorian capital city of Melbourne, and a
four-and-a-half-hour drive from the South Australian capital city of Adelaide, it
is officially considered “remote” (Australian Bureau of Statistics, 2023). Natimuk
has developed a unique culture from a highly diverse collective of people: a cul-
turally active and respected First Nations community; farming families with long
historical landholdings; a network of rock climbers who choose to live in the town
to access the nearby popular landmark Dyurrite/Mount Arapiles (which is eight
kilometers west of Natimuk); and artists who — if they were not born into any of
the groups already mentioned — are drawn to take up residence by the vibrancy of
the community and the beauty of the environment. Local arts activities involve not
only all of these groups, but also the physical landscape of the town as an active
participant. These arts activities play a critical role in establishing, enacting, and
celebrating democratic processes between the town’s diverse people. They pro-
vide a means by which the town faces common challenges and manages potential
tensions in a manner we call here a “democratic spectacle” (Molan, 2023).

The first author of this chapter, D’Arcy Molan, is a Natimuk musician and
writer. A non-Indigenous man, D’Arcy has a matrilineal connection through his
mother, Sherrin Molan (nee Huntly), to farming families in the Wimmera, who
migrated from Scotland and England in the late 1840s and persisted until the death
of D’Arcy’s grandparents Audrey and Bill Huntly in the 2010s. Both grandparents
were born and lived in the Edenhope/Apsley areas. D’Arcy’s arts practice (tenor
saxophone and piano) stems from Audrey, who was a well-known and loved pia-
nist, jazz musician, and community arts organizer that D’ Arcy grew up perform-
ing with (although he lived in Melbourne). As an adult, D’Arcy set up a home
in Natimuk to pursue research on the Wimmera’s cultural history and its current
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artistic expression. This chapter is written with Katya Johanson, whose research
focuses on the relationship between artistic practice and political or social objec-
tives, and Emily Potter, who researches the cultural life of the Wimmera and neigh-
bouring Mallee region.

Much has been written about the role that arts play in symbolically accompany-
ing or supporting democratic movements (Kolbl & Triimpi, 2021). Arts are seen
as providing people with critical social and life skills, such as resilience and social
and civic participation skills (McHenry, 2011, p. 246). This chapter illustrates the
ways in which in a regional community, the skills and social capital that arts help to
build facilitate community-based democracy. Case studies of Natimuk’s arts activi-
ties provide examples of the relationship between human creativity and the physi-
cal environment, and their ability to navigate complex place histories. We coined
the term “democratic spectacle” to refer to the combination of practice, process,
and outcome that actively embraces large-scale community participation and co-
creation, as well as smaller-scale artistic interventions in community life, including
installations, activities, and workshops that are more conversational in tone and
content but still contain performative and collaborative aspects.

Rapid urbanization, globalization, and the shift first from community-based to
state-based social services and then toward their privatization have challenged
participatory forms of democracy by undermining the geographical stability of
local economies and communities (Gallagher, 2021). They have replaced collec-
tive decision-making processes with government-determined and increasingly
commercially driven processes (Basson et al., 2018). In small regional townships,
democratic processes are often further challenged by the location of the towns,
distant from metropolitan power bases, and the fact that they often bear the brunt
of economic change and environmental degradation (McHenry, 2011; Sunderland
et al., 2022).

In Australia, the rise of non-metropolitan communities since European coloni-
zation has been based on agricultural production and resource extraction, under-
scored by Indigenous dispossession. As these industries decline, region by region,
local communities experience falling populations, which are in turn used to jus-
tify the withdrawal of local services. Without local banks, schools, and healthcare
centers, residents lose informal opportunities to encounter one another, as well as
opportunities to shape the purpose and outcomes of such services. These trends
exacerbate challenges to participatory democracy.

Natimuk is one example of a community that has faced such challenges. In the
nineteenth and twentieth centuries, European colonization forcibly displaced the
Wimmera’s Wotjobaluk (First Nations) community into missions, introduced lethal
infectious diseases, and impacted much of its knowledge and decision-making
structures. It also transformed the environment, destroying native ecosystems and
establishing Natimuk as a service center for agriculture. Conflict over resources
resulted in settlers massacring and displacing large numbers of Indigenous
people, and Indigenous people retaliating by killing settlers. Eventually, settler
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family-owned grain and sheep farms dominated the local economy. These small
farms are now increasingly replaced by large-scale commercial operations, which
consume larger and larger areas as environmental degradation makes farming less
sustainable.

Now home to farmers, Wotjobaluk families, and people attracted by a rural life-
style, the Wimmera region’s small population is diverse, with the potential to be
less socially and politically cohesive than in past eras. Natimuk itself has lost pub-
lic service, such as medical and financial services, and with them the opportunity
for regular interaction in public spaces that can build community cohesion, shared
values, and a sense of belonging (Balfour et al., 2016).

A potentially problematic issue in Natimuk is the integration of its rock-climbing
population. Rock climbing is a highly contested recreation activity in contempo-
rary Australia. An activity and identity that is growing in popularity, rock climbing
can pit climbers against First Nations traditional custodians and conservationists,
as many sites prime for rock climbing are also home to sacred sites and threatened
animal and plant species. The extensive use that such areas receive as a result of
their popularity can damage these sites and the environment around them. Both the
development and the performance of arts activities discussed here play a role in
mitigating the potential for tensions to emerge between Natimuk’s different demo-
graphic groups, by facilitating democratic processes and expressions. An impor-
tant contributor to these arts activities, perhaps unexpectedly, is Natimuk’s grain
silos. During the Second World War, the state government established a series of
concrete wheat silos along railway lines throughout regional Victoria to provide
collective storehouses for local harvests. Ranging from 10 to 90 meters tall, these
imposing structures often serve as landmarks to passersby. They became important
cultural sites as well as economic assets. Tsakonas (2019) states that the silos were
an agricultural landmark with symbolic resonance, and “where farming communi-
ties came together during harvests to exchange news and stories and reconnect with
old friends while the grain was unloaded” (p. 273).

Subsequently, larger and more flexible storage methods such as steel silos and
tarpaulin covers have resulted in concrete silos becoming redundant. As concrete
silos fell into disuse, their imposing presence on the landscape and importance
in settler agriculture and ritual has sometimes been read as a sign of rural decay
and the contraction of community, what Birch (1999) describes as the “landscape
of abandonment” (p. 61). However, for some local agricultural families, silos
(whether they are operational or not) are seen as a source of pride, hope, resilience,
and sometimes beauty.

In Natimuk, the silos have become literal canvases for arts produced or com-
missioned by the local community, and have contributed to the development of a
unique form of arts activity based around two of the town’s assets — its familiar-
ity with and appetite for grand-scale landmarks (including Dyurrite/Mt. Arapiles)
and its rock climbers’ advanced aerial skills. Settler descendants and other local
individuals and groups have historical and cultural attachments to silos, so using
them as a site to tell stories associated with the history of Natimuk and the people
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who live there can impact on different segments of the community, for multiple
reasons. The case studies described in this chapter exemplify how the silos are
deployed for this purpose and how they help to anchor and provide a focus for the
community.

Before we discuss how this interaction between Natimuk’s people and land-
marks arose, we introduce three local organizations responsible for the works the
case studies describe. The producer and performer Jillian Pearce (Y Space, 2023)
established the Natimuk-based company Y Space in 1999 to work with rock climb-
ers and dancers to create work on high and iconic structures. The structures Y
Space works with and on include silos, large machinery, and large bamboo struc-
tures. Y Space uses physical theater, aerial dance, and an ethos of collaboration to
empower artists and deeply engage with communities in the co-creation of large-
scale, multimodal outdoor performance events (Y Space, 2023). In doing so, Y
Space often collaborated with Bambuco, a Natimuk-based producer of temporary
installations. Founded by Simon Barley in 1998, Bambuco made grand-scale struc-
tures using bamboo, which has the advantage of being flexible, lightweight, and
cheap, and creates visually impressive installations when used on a large scale.
Bambuco employed crew members from Natimuk’s rock-climbing community to
fulfill its largely international commissions.

The third organization is Arapiles Community Theatre Natimuk (ACT Natimuk),
an incorporated arts organization that programs and facilitates arts and cultural
work. Established in 1979 as an amateur theater company, during the early 21st
century, ACT Natimuk shifted its focus and programming to reflect contemporary
art forms and the multidisciplinary practice of local artists. The ACT Natimuk
activity with the largest profile and involving the most work is the Nati Frinj, a
biennial festival showcasing a wide range of art forms, including theater, dance,
visual and sound art. D’Arcy has been a member of ACT Natimuk since 2019,
served as Vice-Chair in 2021-2022, and became Chair in 2023.

ACT Natimuk is itself a significant contributor to democratic processes in the
town, in the way that it practices and facilitates collaboration. Membership of ACT
Natimuk is open to anyone in the world and is conferred by a low-cost yearly fee.
ACT Natimuk has three paid positions, and its governance is guided by a vol-
unteer committee. Committee meetings are open for any member to attend and
contribute. Participating in ACT Natimuk, as an employee or volunteer, provides
an opportunity to work with others to shape the organization’s activities. Volun-
teer labor acts as a form of alternative economy, determined not just by traditional
economics of supply and demand, “but also the social interests and needs of indi-
viduals” (Edwards, 2012, p. 519). Now with an annual income of A$500,000, ACT
Natimuk remains an artist-led organization that is founded on democratic prin-
ciples and community arts approaches. This approach to decision-making is not
unique to ACT Natimuk, but is a common local approach to ensuring that decisions
serve the community’s interests. In lieu of government-provided social services,
well-established community-run committees such as the Agricultural and Pastoral
Society, the Arapiles Art and Craft Centre committee, and the Natimuk Soldiers
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Memorial Hall Committee are responsible for collective decision-making in their
area of purview for both the town and surrounding region.

Since 2000, ACT Natimuk has produced the Nati Frinj Festival and has sup-
ported Goatfest Film Festival, Palais de Pixel, and the on-selling of arts activity
through Made in Natimuk. These arts activities provide avenues for employment,
expression, and social inclusion to disadvantaged and marginalized socioeconomic
groups underpinned by democratic participation. Using democratic political the-
ory, Kidd (2009) compares three levels of democratic practices in arts organiza-
tions, and their wider implications for communities and society:

When art is treated as an elite status good, it is likely to have antidemocratic
effects that largely reproduce status hierarchies. When art is treated as an exclu-
sive group identity good, as in the case of identity politics, it is likely to con-
tribute to democracy by giving voice to marginalized groups. Finally, when art
is treated as an inclusive social good, it is likely to contribute to democracy by
producing solidarity and encouraging commonality.

(p. 296)

The aim of the democratic processes informing Natimuk arts production is to “nor-
malize” arts participation because of its effects/affect as an inclusive social good
and its contribution to democracy. ACT Natimuk aims to produce solidarity and
commonality amongst the community, whilst not homogenizing the diverse story-
telling possibilities in Natimuk.

If collective decision-making is the first way in which ACT Natimuk provides
a democratic model and opportunity for locals, it also does so through the produc-
tion of arts events that create a democratic spectacle. These events have included
aerial and shadow performances that draw on the skills of Natimuk’s rock climbers,
as well as those of dancers and choreographers and backstage contributors. The
silo provides a canvas for projected animations, paintings, drawings, folk music,
opera, and orchestral works (Figure 1.1). These activities often encourage reflec-
tion on the town’s colonial history by subverting (sometimes whimsically, some-
times seriously) the grain silo as a symbol of settler agricultural society. In a small
community with few resources, these activities have relied on the input of locals
by mobilizing a network of volunteers, and so have required the building of com-
munity skills. They have also provided employment opportunities, and allowed
a range of experiences and inputs (for and from) nonartists. Two case studies of
Natimuk’s arts events — Space and Place and Vault — demonstrate these arguments.

Space and Place Case Study: Background and Precedent
for Natimuk Community Arts

The original large-scale community arts project produced and performed on the
Natimuk silo was Space and Place in 2003. Directed by Jillian Pearce and devel-
oped by local artists, Space and Place included a range of mediums, including
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FIGURE 1.1 Natimuk Silo, performance of Rae Howell’s Bee-Sharp Honeybee at Nati
Frinj Festival 2019. Photo: Michelle McFarlane Photography.

acrial performance, animation, shadow puppetry, shadow sculpture, and music —
including a choir. Each part of the production was created through community
consultation, input, and workshops, including with local First Nations people, and
was regarded as “a collection of poetic images that explore a community’s unique
relationship to land, space and what gives them their sense of place” (Made In
Natimuk, 2021, para. 1). Due to critical demand, Space and Place was recommis-
sioned on the Natimuk silo in 2004 as part of a national conference on regional arts
(Made In Natimuk, 2021, para. 5).

A democratic spectacle is one that not only enacts democratic processes, but
also showcases and celebrates those processes and their outcomes. Resulting from
a consultative and collaborative process and showcasing the artistic results of that
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process, Space and Place provided a democratic spectacle. This spectacle was
oriented around what was common to all of the people who participated, namely
their local environment, and was displayed on and around the silo as a symbolic
landmark of that common environment. It also drew on, leveraged, and fostered
the unique sets of skills of participants and encouraged skill-sharing. Perhaps most
importantly, as a spectacular display on the silo, it provided both the local commu-
nity and cultural tourists with an example of an ambitious project made achievable
by the democratic involvement of a small community. This early experimentation
into how unique aerial skills of Natimuk’s rock climbers, coupled with the existing
industrial infrastructure of the silo and willing community participants, led to the
generation of further arts activities that built on the town’s artistic reputation for
grand-scale aerial work. The next case study, Vault, provides an example.

Vault Case Study

The concept of the Third Space used by Homi Bhabha (2008) relates to the hybrid
nature of identity and cultural forms due to the process of colonization, with its
power dynamics and violence, inequities, entanglements, and cross-cultural
exchange that occur in a postcolonial society. Bhabha (2008) argues that the Third
Space heralds:

the emergence of a dialogical site — a moment of enunciation, identification,
negotiation — that was suddenly divested of its mastery or sovereignty in the
midst of a markedly asymmetrical and unequal engagement of forces. In an
intercultural site of enunciation, at the intersection of different languages joust-
ing for authority, a translational space of negotiation opens up through the pro-
cess of dialogue.

-5)

An example of Bhabha’s Third Space dialogue through community arts program-
ming is the collaboration Vault (Figure 1.2), which premiered at the 2019 Nati Frinj
Festival as a 30-minute development performance. Vault was a community collab-
oration which was spearheaded by Black Hole Theatre (BHT) and its artistic direc-
tor Nancy Black. Jillian Pearce from Y Space choreographed Vault, commissioning
Styckx Bamboo Theatre — a large, visually striking performance space made from
bamboo and designed by the Bambuco company — as the performance site. Vault
was the product of collaboration between a range of artists and community mem-
bers. These included Wotjobaluk Elder Uncle Ron Marks as a consultant and col-
laborator, Vietnamese-Australian writer and director Chi Vu, and three performers:
actor, circus performer, and Indigenous man Jack Sheppard, of the Kutjar clan in
north Queensland; local rock climber and aerialist Abby Watkins; and American
actor John Pyburn. Natimuk locals rigged the lines that the performers attached to
as they moved and climbed.
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FIGURE 1.2  Styckx Theatre (Y Space), performance of Vault at Nati Frinj Festival
2019, Black Hole Theatre. Performers (bottom to top): Jack Sheppard,
Abby Watkins, John Pyburn. Photo: Michelle McFarlane Photography.

The process of making and performing Vault involved consultation and col-
laboration from local Traditional Owners through the Barengi Gadjin Land
Council (who were represented by Uncle Ron) and a series of closed and open
workshops used to gather stories from the local Indigenous and non-Indigenous
community. I was involved in one of the story-gathering sessions, a community
meeting and research event at the Natimuk Soldiers Memorial Hall, where there
was a discussion between all the available Vault collaborators and any other local
people wanting to pass on stories or listen. This intercultural space of Indigenous
and non-Indigenous stories allowed the director, consultant, writer, and all other
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collaborators and participants associated with the project to offer their perspectives
to help create and shape the story of Vault. What emerged was a highly localized
story that tapped into the cultural, social, political, legal, and spiritual dimensions
of placemaking in Natimuk and used Indigenous and non-Indigenous relationships
to Dyurrite/Arapiles as a central theme.

The story of Vault is a fictionalized dystopia of post-apocalyptic Natimuk where
rock-climbing survivors meet and argue about issues of sovereignty and belonging.
These issues are dramatized and problematized in a performative style that directly
speaks to community sentiments and anxieties from a future Natimuk ravaged by
climate change. Telling this story from an imagined future, at a safer distance from
the volatility of the present, is a way to grapple with these issues seriously but in
a less confrontational style than a contemporary realist depiction. In the Nati Frinj
(2019) program, the synopsis of Vault reads:

In a post-apocalyptic Natimuk, all knowledge has been lost and the land is rav-
aged by drought. Survivors share stories and fragments of history to explain
their world, and shape a future. But they don’t all agree! Using Y Space Thea-
tre’s soaring bamboo structure, three quarrelling climbers swing toward the sky,
hoping to get rain either from the Creator (definition disputed) or with a drill.

(p.- 14)

This overview not only outlines the story and performance with the underlying
issues, but its tone hints at a whimsy and playfulness that accompany the serious
and vexed subject matter.

As an audience member on opening night, D’Arcy noted the humorous and
snappy dialogue used to draw the crowd in, from characters who represent Indige-
nous Australia (Jack), non-Indigenous Australia (Abby), and America (John). Vault
covered issues including Indigenous language and deep history, spiritual beliefs,
non-Indigenous belonging, and arguments about the environmental and cultural
costs of rock climbing, with a smattering of pop culture references. The audience
was free to move within and around the structure during the live show, and this
created a palpable closeness and three-dimensionality to the performance and the
ability to change one’s angle of perception. All performances in 2019 began after
sunset between 8:00 and 9:45 p.m., with modest lighting, and because the Styckx
theatre has no cover, the night sky was a prominent feature. The word “vault” has
many literal and figurative connotations that include leaping, movement, a burial
site, a room or object for safekeeping, and an arched structure (Merriam-Webster
Online Dictionary, 2023). The Vault project engaged with these literal and meta-
phoric strands to reflect, shape, and transform the discourses connected to place-
making in Natimuk and the broader Wimmera region.

Vault was planned for expansion for the 2021 Nati Frinj Festival. It did not,
however, continue to full realization. The COVID-19 pandemic postponed the fes-
tival until 2022, but even without this disruption, the partners involved chose to
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discontinue it due to polarized community views, expressed over time in public
meetings and social media posts within the Natimuk community and broader area.
The closure of once-open rock-climbing areas in 2019 — due to the rediscovery of
Wotjobaluk cultural heritage, including rock art — strained local relationships. It
created distrust and animosity between layers of government bureaucracy (state
government, Parks Victoria), various climbing advocacy groups, the three Aborigi-
nal Land Councils in the Gariwerd Wimmera area that were impacted (the Barengi
Gadjin Land Council Aboriginal Corporation, the Eastern Maar Aboriginal Corpo-
ration, and the Gunditj Mirring Traditional Owners Aboriginal Corporation), and
the general public. The story that Vault tells speaks to sensitive and unresolved
issues around perceived (and actual) rights. These include general access to areas
in Dyurrite/Mount Arapiles and nearby mountain range Gariwerd/Grampians for
climbing and recreation, the ongoing cultural heritage assessments in the region,
cultural sovereignty and agency, and cultural safety. It is also worth noting that
democratic processes, consultation, and building trust between Traditional Owner
Land Councils, state government agencies, and groups such as the Gariwerd
Wimmera Reconciliation Network has led to the reopening of sites such as the
northern section of Gunigalg/Taipan Wall in Gariwerd in December 2022, where
Traditional Owners are comfortable that there can be a coexistence of rock climb-
ing and cultural heritage protections.

The fact of Vault’s discontinuation — as a decision determined collaboratively
by the community — is as much a testament to Natimuk’s democratic practice
as its completion might have been. The negotiation that led to this decision
reflects the fact that community sensitivities were aired, heard, understood, and
responded to.

Conclusion

These two case studies provide points along a roadmap in the development of
Natimuk’s production of democratic spectacle. Space and Place brought Natimuk’s
diverse community together around the silo, inclusively soliciting, telling, and
celebrating their different stories and the multiple histories of place made visible
through these, refusing a monolithic account of a place. These stories, coming from
community participation, allow for agency and inclusivity in how Natimuk and the
wider Wimmera are known and narrated. Space and Place made use of the silo as
a physical asset for the work’s display, but it also highlighted and celebrated the
silo as a symbol of the town’s uneasy past that continues to have effects: the dis-
placement of the Wotjobaluk people by European colonization and the subsequent
economic and social challenge to the farming community that took its place. Space
and Place also provided an opportunity to investigate the outcomes of genuinely
inclusive collaboration. One of the side-products of this collaboration was experi-
mentation with the aerial skills of rock climbers and the integration of local stories
of Indigenous and non-Indigenous people. Vault continued this experimentation,
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advancing the Space and Place theme of diverse local stories told against grand-
scale (though temporary) architecture, using skills unique to the region.

The outcome of Space and Place and the 2019 performance of Vault both pro-
vide a democratic spectacle, in that they communicated and celebrated not just
the artistic fruits of a collaborative process, but also the process that created them,
and the collective histories that continue to produce place. Their use of large-scale
infrastructure, beginning with the silo and ending with a locally made and vast
bamboo installation, provided the opportunity for these endeavors to be spectacu-
lar. The decision not to continue Vault into 2021 is a more modest but no less
important point in this roadmap, because it demonstrates the community’s com-
mitment to justice and its respect for the cultural sensitivities that characterize its
township.
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LAKE STREET ARTS! — CREATIVE
DEMOCRACY IN PRACTICE

Meena Natarajan

The murder of George Floyd in Minneapolis was a watershed moment for the Twin
Cities and beyond. The wounds in American cities have created broad recognition
that racism is a public health epidemic impacting everyone. The City of Minneapo-
lis passed a resolution in 2020 declaring racism a public health emergency (City
of Minneapolis, 2020). According to the resolution, racism in all its forms causes
persistent discrimination and disparate outcomes in many areas of life, including
housing, education, health, employment, public safety, and criminal justice, exac-
erbated further by the COVID-19 pandemic crisis. Even before the pandemic and
the murder of Mr. Floyd, racial and gender disparities, historical trauma, and the
ongoing over-policing and police brutality directed at Indigenous and communities
of color have left many vulnerable to mental and other health disparities, addic-
tion, and housing instability — all exacerbated by loss of connection to land and
cultural connections that root people to place and each other. In the wake of George
Floyd’s death, individuals and communities came out in protest and defiance at the
brutal murder of yet another Black man at the hands of the police. Protests broke
out all over Minneapolis and St. Paul, and in a matter of days, the area outside the
police Third Precinct became the site of a major uprising. The precinct was located
in a neighborhood area known as downtown Longfellow. As a result of public
anger and resentment, the Third Precinct was set on fire along with other buildings
in the area. Many businesses of downtown Longfellow, such as Gandhi Mabhal,
Minnehaha Lake Wine and Spirits, Migizi, and El Nuevo Rodeo were destroyed
in the fire. The majority of the businesses destroyed were BIPOC-owned. Pangea
World Theater has collaborated with many of these spaces since then, hosting con-
versations, gatherings, and events.!

Pangea World Theater was founded in 1995 to bring diverse artists and com-
munity members together through theater and the arts. Pangea strives to build a
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just world by creating multidisciplinary theater that embodies decolonizing prac-
tices of solidarity, sustainability, and equity. Over its 28-year history, Pangea has
created programs and performances that consistently center Immigrant, Dakota,
Ojibwe, Indigenous, Asian, Black, East African, and Latinx artists, stories, and
communities along Lake Street. In addition, since the mid-2010s, Pangea has been
involved in Creative Placekeeping work, keeping and maintaining a sense of place
and belonging that is generated and owned by the people who live and work in the
neighborhood. This sense of democracy and sovereignty is maintained through a
project called Lake Street Arts!, bringing public art, performances, gatherings, and
conversations along the length and breadth of Lake Street, a vital corridor that con-
nects the Mississippi River to Bde Maka Ska Lake.

In the years since the murder of George Floyd and the uprising, Pangea has
embarked on several projects that have embraced public participation and created
a vehicle in which the public can express their grief and sorrow, their resistance
to injustice, as well as what they wish for their neighborhood in the future. This
chapter will explore one such project — Pangea World Theater’s collaboration with
Holy Trinity Lutheran Church to commission Dakota artist Angela Two Stars in
spring and summer 2021. The Transition Stage, as the project came to be called,
was imagined as a space for community members, especially the residents of Long-
fellow, to express their laments, hopes, and reflections for a just future. This project
consisted of a temporary public outdoor art installation where community members
were invited to add their laments and hopes for transformation to the artwork as it
was being created.

We are exploring how this work aligns with movements toward community-
directed development, mutual aid, and racial justice in placekeeping. One question
we are asking as we create projects like this are: How can art projects such as this
one become part of a systemic shift so that arts and culture play a catalytic role
in the way we steward our neighborhoods, always taking into consideration and
the politics (and power dynamics) of space, belonging, and (re)development? At
Pangea, we have observed how art and artist-based strategies and processes can
identify creative solutions to some of the most dire challenges of our times. It can
energize communities, organizations, and institutions and foster a sense of belong-
ing, healing, and relationship building. Artistic work that comes from an ecology
of interdependence can shift white centered diversity models into actual space for
cross-cultural relationships. Art and performance that is rooted in cross-cultural
relationships can model pathways to strengthen the arts as a vital space for racial,
gender-based and economic equity.

Because of our deep connection to place and our history of creating in this cor-
ridor, the artistic leaders of Pangea World Theater, Dipankar Mukherjee and I,
joined business leaders, church leaders, community builders, and activists in the
area of 27th Avenue, Lake Street, and Minnehaha Avenue. We have met every
week beginning in July 2020. This coalition led to the creation of an organization
called Longfellow Rising, with the intention of rebuilding the neighborhood in
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an equitable and just way with a focus on BIPOC ownership, strengthened social
fabric infrastructure, and redesigned buildings that facilitate community gathering
and belonging for all.

The Twin Cities’ seven-county area has seen increasing racial diversity and con-
tinued economic and population growth. In 2010, people of color comprised 24%
of the regional population. By 2040, projections suggest that 43% of the residents
in the region will be persons of color. Youth violence and poverty are a challenge
for communities of color in the Minneapolis/St. Paul area. The McKnight Founda-
tion’s report, “Unrealized Potential: East Lake Street Perceptions,” recommends
an “an economic development plan that builds on the multicultural community”
(Waters, 2014).

Pangea World Theater is located on West Lake Street, and the artistic leaders of
Pangea live in the Longfellow neighborhood on East Lake Street and a mile from
the police Third Precinct. Lake Street is a five-mile stretch that has long been a
landing place for new immigrant and Indigenous communities, boasting a diversity
of culture and small businesses despite deep disparities in employment, income,
and education. Lake Street straddles the Longfellow neighborhood, dividing com-
mercially owned buildings to the north and more locally owned businesses to the
south, many of whom are BIPOC. The area that Longfellow Rising was seeking to
redevelop were the businesses and lots to the south of Lake Street, many of which
had been reduced to rubble by the fires caused by either white supremacists or the
uprising that took place.

Pangea World Theater’s Lake Street Arts! (LSA!), is a multiyear initiative,
involving eight neighborhoods, focusing on cultural asset mapping, leadership, and
community development through the arts, shaping plans towards a more equitable
and sustainable model of growth for an evolving blueprint for Minneapolis. This
blueprint uses intergenerational community engagement, building artists’ profes-
sional, artistic, and organizing capacity as a tool to produce outcomes that represent
the communities we serve. Through teams of artists, volunteers, interns, and com-
munity organizers, it is a strategy to involve the business corridor, the social service
sector, and neighborhood organizations and build our case for an arts corridor.

Using culturally relevant place keeping strategies, LSA! engaged residents that
are historically difficult to reach in developing a vision for East Lake that informed
the 2040 Minneapolis’ Comprehensive Plan.? Projects included a ceramic pillar
created by renowned Colombian artist Hana Bibliowicz called the Colors of Lake
Street, located inside the Global Market in Minneapolis in the heart of Lake Street,
and that still generates conversations about racism and colorism. Pangea ran an
Art Organizing Institute, a yearlong, applied learning intensive initiative with the
goal to train artists in community organizing, community planning, and placemak-
ing techniques with a lens of racial justice. The cohort partnered with GoodSpace
Murals to create a Lake Street Loves Murals at the Plaza Centenario on Lake Street
and 12th Avenue.

Since the murder of Mr. Floyd and the Uprising, Pangea has been engaged in
neighborhood building practices as well as art and theater-making practices that
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promote collective healing, belonging, participation, and transformation, espe-
cially in the communities most affected down the length of Lake Street. We are
working on ways that we can carry the stories, concerns, and visions of Longfel-
low neighbors and business owners to the City of Minneapolis to ensure that our
diverse communities have a voice in shaping the planning and development of our
neighborhood.

Collective Power

In the days following the murder and the uprising, the pandemic of racism deep-
ened the grief felt by the community already affected by the isolation of COVID.
The group of business owners in the neighborhood expanded to include multiple
stakeholders from beyond the immediate community. What started as a place to
share our stories and support one another with navigating insurance and demolition
transitioned in the fall to work on rebuilding downtown Longfellow. This involved
connecting business owners, residents, individuals from the local community
councils, the local community development organizations, artists, and the broader
community. It also involved convening one-on-one and small-group discussions
about the possibilities of what the neighborhood could become. We work with oth-
ers who also live and work here, as well as organizations and city departments who
are involved in the rebuilding of downtown Longfellow, and along Lake Street.
The creation of Longfellow Rising (LR) provided residents and stakeholders with
a channel to create a shared vision of our neighborhood. Nearly all the board mem-
bers of LR are owners of the buildings where they operate their businesses.

In order to increase democratic engagement, LR held listening sessions with
neighbors and community members in the area, building participation through a
grassroots approach, soliciting and compiling feedback about the neighborhood
regarding what was needed, how to proceed, and more. These sessions were con-
ducted in a way that dissolved hierarchies and welcomed participation from all
stakeholders. LR members made an effort to bring both BIPOC owners of homes as
well as BIPOC artists who lived in the area to the table. The values of Longfellow
Rising that we agreed to were: general long-term, sustainable wealth through deep,
meaningful relationships and diverse ownership; prioritizing people over profit;
actively centering marginalized voices and communities in decision-making, plan-
ning, and actions; promoting the role of the arts and culture in creating and sustain-
ing justice for all; and prioritizing long-term planning over short-term gains.

In Longfellow Rising’s listening sessions with the community, it emerged that
prior to the destruction, other challenges endemic to the area were safety, city neg-
ligence, and an unresponsive police force. We committed to healing the ruptures
that caused the uprising, and to forging healthy, cross-cultural, and cross-sector
collaborations. This could provide a model for rebuilding the community along
Lake Street and beyond. As we built a vision for equity, justice, and belonging,
we also built deep relationality and intentional listening in the neighborhood. The
Holy Trinity Lutheran Church on 3 1st Avenue offered their space as a medic center
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during the uprising, and the artists and leaders of Pangea built a deep relation-
ship with Senior Pastor Ingrid Rasmussen. Pastor Rasmussen and the congrega-
tion of Holy Trinity were interested in building a giant cocoon that community
members could slide their laments/hopes into during the seasons of Lent (which in
2021 began on February 17) and then the laments/hopes would be used to create a
giant butterfly at Easter (in April), which that year also aligned with Passover. As
Pastor Rasmussen expressed it, it wouldn’t be explicitly religious. They wanted a
community engagement project that would allow the neighborhood to talk about
“emerging anew.”

As February 2021 began, Pastor Rasmussen called me and asked if we knew of
a visual artist who would build a cocoon that would act as a vessel for community
laments and hopes as the neighborhood and city attempt to move towards growth,
redevelopment, and healing. We spoke about the grief that our community was still
experiencing and the need for them to express this sorrow and confusion, exacer-
bated by the isolation caused by COVID. As we expressed our willingness to col-
laborate more fully during this project, Indigenous artist Angela Two Stars’s name
emerged as we spoke to other artists in the community. Angela Two Stars is a mem-
ber of the Sisseton Wahpeton Oyate, works as a public artist in the Twin Cities,
and is a curator in All My Relations Gallery at the Native American Community
Development Institute. She is experienced in community engaged art practice and
has created several public sculptures that serve the intention of both building par-
ticipation as well as healing this land that has been stolen from the Dakota people.

As we spoke about the form this would take, the idea of a cocoon or chrysa-
lis emerged, a form that is a protective covering that occurs during one stage of
growth of the pupa of a butterfly. As the community leaves their laments at the
site, their words would be woven into the chrysalis, eventually filling the entire
vessel. The central idea, according to Angela Two Stars, was that “the weaved
material was meant to represent the community of individuals, woven together in
mutual experiences, collectively coming together to reflect, heal, and grow.” This
ephemeral monument was dreamed of as a transformative space for our collective
memory. The idea of art itself and the form of the pupa inherently metaphorized
transformation as a central theme of the project. As Angela designed the cocoon,
more and more partners came on board. Thanks to Mary Margaret Zindren, Execu-
tive Director of the American Association of Architects Minnesota, we put out an
RFP to our community in general for how we could realize the physical structure
for the cocoon. As Angela began to design the project, it began to attract partners
who wanted to be a part of the healing process, including architects from local firm
BKYV and individuals from construction company J. E. Dunn, who came forward
and helped us visualize and implement the installation.

Preparing the Ground

As a Native American, we hold pow wows which is like a community gather-
ing and prior to the pow wow, our grass dancers would come to the arena and
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stomp it down to prepare it for the dancers that would be coming in during the

Pow Wow. So for me, that was a significant tie in, a connection to my culture as
a Dakota artist from this land.

(Angela Two Stars, Artist of The Transition Stage,

quoted in Pangea World Theater, 2022).

On May 25 and 27, 2021, the project launched with an invitation to prepare the
soil and plant flowers into the ground in the shape of a butterfly. Staff of Pangea,
members of the congregation of Holy Trinity, Board members of LR, people
associated with the project, and community members came with shovels and gar-
dening tools to dig and put their hands into the earth to plant flowers and seeds.
Passersby who had not heard of the project stopped and helped dig earth and plant
flowers into the soil. One of those passersby, longtime Longfellow resident Betsy
Altheimer, expressed, “I didn’t know how much I needed to be part of rebuilding
and collective healing with my work and my organizing but also, I needed to put
plants into the ground.” This process served to prepare the ground for the cocoon.
Our intention was to create a sacred space for the next few months and provide a
space for histories, memories, and hopes to be gathered to provide a vision for a
more just and sustainable ecosystem in the area.

Pangea and Holy Trinity organized five gatherings through the summer, timing a
few of them with the Farmers Market on Saturday mornings just up the road from
the cocoon. Materials used included a wooden frame structure and vinyl strips that
were available during the gatherings. The aptly named The Transition Stage was
dreamt of as a participatory, temporary installation, approximately 10 feet high,
that acted as a vessel for community laments and hopes as the neighborhood and
city moved towards growth, redevelopment, and healing. The shape of the vessel
was designed to be a chrysalis. Community members wrote on the strips with a
permanent marker, and Angela Two Stars then wove these strips into the wooden
frame. During this time, we hosted a series of artistic events and community con-
versations open and free to the public at the site of the installation. At these events,
Angela Two Stars along with Pangea artists and staff facilitated more than 250
community members to make their contributions to the sculpture.

The year 2021 ended up being a drought year, and the land surrounding the cocoon
became arid. No water was available because all the buildings surrounding the area
had been burnt down. We managed to innovate and bring water from a fire hydrant
nearby. Our Production Coordinator, Suzanne Cross, watered the site every other
day to make sure the plants were watered; she often encountered nearby residents
sitting on concrete benches that we had in the area, reading the messages that com-
munity members wrote during the gatherings. Community members and residents
in the area often brought contributions to the space — one young African American
woman brought seed bombs that we planted. Each gathering included Dakota and
Ojibwe youth from Ikidowin Youth Theatre who served as crew, and at the end of
the last gathering, as our staff were cleaning and clearing the area, our three youth
danced a grass dance spontaneously as if to close out this part of the project.



Copyright Material — Provided by Taylor & Francis
44 Meena Natarajan™ Review Only — Not For Distribution

FIGURE 2.1 Charanjeet Singh holding a sign created for The Transition Stage cocoon.
Photo by Jenny Zander.

The Politics of Space and Time

According to Ingrid Rasmussen of Longfellow Rising and the Holy Trinity
Lutheran Church (Pangea World Theater, 2022):

This community is filled with hopes and laments, yet there are few places where
we can share them with one another. This project seeks to till the soil, so to
speak, so that the seeds of equity and belonging can take root in the Downtown
Longfellow rebuild.

The project took place at the site of the now-destroyed Minnehaha-Lake Wine
and Spirits located just opposite the former Third Precinct. The owner, Steve
Krause, planned to begin rebuilding his store as soon as possible. He welcomed the
opportunity to have a healing sculpture in his lot until he began rebuilding. We had
a relatively short window of time to facilitate the project. The project remained on
the site until the fall of 2021, at which time rebuilding of Minnehaha-Lake Wine
and Spirits was set to begin.’

This way of approaching public art as a participatory project that foregrounds
social justice and holding it in a site that is trauma infused, a site that has been
through a major crisis, provided an opportunity for mitigating the grief that many
of us in the neighborhood felt at witnessing what happened in the area. Being right
opposite the Third Precinct with 10,000 cars passing by every day, the team of The
Transition Stage boldly asks people to remember what happened in the city, that
this area was the epicenter of something violent. The Transition Stage turned our
organizations and the artist into frontline responders through the art, using creative
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practice as methodology. As we rebuild the Longfellow downtown neighborhood,
this project helps us reimagine a future in which the community can come together.
This project memorialized the site and reminded us why it’s important to remember
collectively. All the more valued because of its temporality, this sculpture became
a monument and a place of solace for the community to gather. Most visual arts
monuments memorialize individuals; but, isolated as we were in the summer and
fall of 2021, this act of coming together in this particular place and time is core to
how we work with community, as we believe that artists and projects such as this
assists our community to process and integrate the multiple forms of information,
emotion, and conflict affecting them.

Transformation

Metamorphosis: change of physical form, structure, or substance especially by
supernatural means.
(Merriam-Webster Dictionary, n.d.)

Metamorphosis acted as phase Il of The Transition Stage (2021). In the sum-
mer and early fall of 2023, the cocoon morphed into a mural of a butterfly with
the written contributions of the community still able to be viewed. The long-term
vision is for this resulting artwork to become a permanent part of our new Pangea
World Theater space at an adjacent lot as an archive of the dreams of the com-
munity as it metamorphoses in a rapidly shifting political and cultural landscape.
This is also planned as a collaboration between Holy Trinity Lutheran Church and
Pangea World Theater and was produced by the Wakpa Triennial. Wakpa, meaning
“River,” spanned over 12 weeks and provided an opportunity to experience new
public art commissions, other projects, and exhibitions by Minnesota-based Artists
Installed in a network of locations across St. Paul and Minneapolis through a festi-
val produced by Public Art St. Paul. Metamorphosis was in one of the Minneapolis
sites of Wakpa.

Metamorphosis was planned as a two-sided mural. One side features the com-
pilation of written community contributions, a reminder of the losses experienced
after the uprisings of 2020, but also a reminder of the resilience and hope of the
Longfellow neighborhood and how, together, we can rebuild. The other side of the
artwork shows a butterfly pollinator garden, the representation of the transforma-
tion, rebuilding, and strength of the community. Materials used include a wooden
frame structure and vinyl and polytab applied to plywood. Interactive chrysalis
sculptural art forms invite audience participation to enter and emerge from the
discarded chrysalis “transformed,” a metaphor of the rebuilt neighborhood. Com-
munity engagement activities held in June invited the audience to create their own
butterfly designs to add to the artwork. These butterfly designs were then trans-
formed into decals by Angela Two Stars, who invited community participants to
stick the final butterfly design into a place of their choosing on the mural. The
mural was therefore community-created.
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FIGURE 2.2 Visual Artist Angela Two Stars holding up a decal of a butterfly created by
community members. Photo by Jenny Zander.

This mural has been installed in a space on 27th Avenue that has been purchased
by Holy Trinity Lutheran Church and will be donated to Pangea World Theater in
the near future. This land was owned by a Native American organization, Migizi,
whose offices were destroyed (they did not wish to rebuild and moved to a new
space) and the first public art piece on this land is Metamorphosis, a sculpture by a
Dakota artist whose family was displaced from this region. This was an intentional
choice, since we work with an awareness of the land and First Nations Peoples, the
Dakota and Ojibwe, who stewarded this land before colonization. We honor our
partnership with First Nations, and we stand for Indigenous sovereignty. Again,
the implications for healing are not lost on us. This will be a space where Pangea
World Theater will build an outdoor amphitheater, create a rain garden, and grow
food in the future. We plan to bring visibility and vitality in the area by bringing
artists and culture bearers who have a solid foundation in place and story, sharing
a multi-ethnic vision for what is possible and creating a sense of belonging for our
various communities.

Questions Remaining

We believe that community wealth includes relationships, culture, and a deep sense
of belonging. We hope this intentional programming of public space creates a sense
of belonging for everyone and supports community healing. Pangea’s ensemble
building is guided by daily decolonizing practices of solidarity, sustainability, and
equity and contributes to societal transformations. We value relationship building
and reciprocity and seek to decenter Western mainstream practices so as to create a
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FIGURE 2.3 Community members in front of the completed mural at the closing cel-
ebration of Metamorphosis. Photo by Jenny Zander.

circle with all perspectives with equity and justice. Part of the decolonizing meth-
odology that we employ is to ask questions. How do the methods and protocols that
were activated reflect the community we are part of? Did we achieve what we set
out to in our ways of working with everyone, our commitment to uplift the voices
of BIPOC community members? Does this project allow people to take action
based on what they expressed, or does it merely diffuse the anger? How does it
collectively address and challenge power? What does it actually change? Does
it actually shift power, which was its intention? How is democracy uplifted and
encouraged by this way of engagement? How does creative practice act like a col-
lective energy release? Whose evaluative framework are we using? What criteria
are we using? How do we measure impact in a way that is not Eurocentric?

Most public art does not consider the audience deeply. We hope that this public
art, being participatory and for the people in our neighborhood, was an exercise in
democracy, in having people see themselves both in the cocoon and the butterfly.
We believe artists like Angela Two Stars create a context for the community to
express themselves and see themselves within the art. As we reflect on the fact that
we witnessed a moment in which the cocoon created by a Dakota artist caused three
Indigenous youth to perform a grass dance before we took the structure down, it
was a transformative moment for the youth and the people witnessing. We dropped
a stone in the water with this project, and we know the first ripples that it caused.
What are the second and third ripples? We do this work because we want to see
actual change, we want justice, and this is what moves us to create. Do projects
like this cause that needle to shift? We hope so. We are instinctively and organi-
cally creating a different kind of public space, one that is community driven and
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something that is for the common good, a kind of direct democracy in which people
participate. Decolonizing our world requires us to recognize the ways in which
we have centered arts and art practices that are Eurocentric and build value for art
and artists who remind us of our relationship to land, people, and history through
their rituals and ways of being and knowing. We maintain and keep place through
the healing practices of community-centered art projects that celebrate and build
a collective sense of democratic participation in the many phases of this project,
starting with the cocoon and ending with the butterfly. As we look at this fragile
monument to temporality that Angela Two Stars created, we know that art and art-
ists are crucial to community rebuilding processes and can help create and model a
process that is truly transformational.

Notes

1 Thanks to France Trepanier, Chris Creighton-Kelly, and Dipankar Mukherjee who helped
me think through the implications and nuances of creating an art project opposite the
precinct.

2 As of this writing, the 2040 Comprehensive Plan was on hold due to a legal challenge.

3 As of this writing, the liquor store still had not begun rebuilding for many reasons, one
of which is current city building regulations that would make it cost much more than the
original projection.
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HOW “CREATIVE RECOVERY”
STIMULATES A CULTURE
OF DEMOCRACY

Case Studies of Post-Disaster Creativity
in Rural Australia

Anna Kennedy-Borissow

The state of Victoria in Australia is one of the most wildfire-prone regions in the
world. This reputation was cemented internationally during the Black Saturday
bushfires, which is widely regarded as the worst disaster in Australia’s history
(National Geographic Society, 2022). In 2009, on Saturday, February 7, up to
400 individual fires broke out across Victoria, burning more than 1,737 square
miles, destroying over 2,000 homes, and killing 173 people (National Geographic
Society, 2022). Lesser known is that following this catastrophic event, multiple
creative projects were instigated by artists, community members, and commu-
nity groups throughout the state. These projects stimulated the social recovery
of the communities in which they took place and helped re-establish a culture of
democracy.

This chapter explores two case studies of creative projects that were produced in
affected townships that demonstrate links between creativity, disaster recovery, and
democracy: (1) the Blacksmiths’ Tree in Strathewen, a life-sized metal tree sculp-
ture; and (2) a series of live performances, arts and crafts workshops, and exhi-
bitions facilitated by the Kinglake Ranges Visual and Performing Arts Alliance.
Discussion of these case studies is complemented with findings from interviews
on the role of the arts in emergency management. With more frequent and intense
disasters occurring globally due to climate change, it is imperative that the creative
sector considers their role in sustaining democracy and supporting communities to
prepare, respond, and recover from disasters.

Democracy and Disaster Recovery

Democratic principles are difficult to uphold during disasters as government
and emergency services often need to act quickly to protect lives and properties
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(Hayward & Johnson, 2022). However, emergency management processes that
neglect democratic principles of equity, inclusivity, and transparency can lead to
maladaptation in disaster recovery, making affected communities more vulnerable
to exploitation (Hayward & Johnson, 2022). For these reasons, community-led
recovery is increasingly recognized as best practice by the emergency management
sector. Community-led recovery is a strengths-based and collaborative approach
to recovery that empowers “individuals, families and the community to actively
participate in their own recovery” and “is guided by the communities’ priorities”
(Australian Institute of Disaster Resilience, 2018, p. 31). However, community-led
recovery requires a high level of awareness and structural support, which is not
always available (Dibley et al., 2019, p. 10). This makes community-led principles
difficult to realize on the ground.

Within disaster-affected communities there are also social factors that influence
a communities’ ability to recover. Psychologist Rob Gordon (2004) explains that
following disasters, communities may experience a period of intense bonding or
“social fusion” as they collectively respond to their community’s most pressing
needs. After the initial period of “high arousal” has subsided, the sense of com-
munity can be eroded by unhelpful comparisons between community members:
who is the worst affected, who is receiving the most support, and so on (Gordon,
2004). When the “social fabric” of a community is ruptured, democratic processes
face erosion from within the community itself. Therefore, it is crucially important
to embed approaches that strengthen democracy within disaster-prone and disaster-
affected communities.

Creative recovery is one potential mode for embedding democratic principles
in communities that have been affected by disasters. Gordon (2004) explains that
the “social fabric” of communities can be repaired by establishing communica-
tion channels and networks, providing opportunities for communities to gather,
and stimulating shared meaning-making processes through representations or
reflections on disaster events. Community participation in creative activities
can produce these conditions. Additionally, democratic processes are charac-
terized by inclusivity, transparency, and accountability (Hayward & Johnson,
2022), which can also be seen in creative recovery processes in Australia and
internationally.

Characteristics of Creative Recovery

In Australia, the term “creative recovery” is used to describe a framework and
process of embedding creativity and the arts in disaster recovery. It is often a
community-led or community-engaged process that emerges following disasters
such as wildfires, floods, cyclones, and storms. In the United States, the term “crea-
tive recovery” is more commonly used to describe the recovery of the creative
sector following COVID-19. However, this chapter will focus on Australian exam-
ples following so-called “natural disasters.” To date, very little literature has been
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produced in this field, but government project reports and industry case studies
show that participating in arts projects across a range of artforms can help individu-
als and communities make meaning from their experiences, and help re-establish
trusting relationships and connections within communities, as well as between
communities and outsiders.

International examples of arts-based recovery can be seen following Hurricane
Katrina in the United States (2005), Tohoku earthquake and tsunami in Japan
(2011), the Christchurch earthquakes in New Zealand (2011), and elsewhere. There
are hundreds of Australian examples of community-led or engaged creative pro-
jects that have been initiated following natural disasters. Current creative recovery
projects can be found in the northern rivers of New South Wales, which was heav-
ily impacted by flooding throughout 2022, and in the states of Queensland, New
South Wales, Victoria, and South Australia in response to the 2019-2020 Black
Summer fires. These projects range in scale from discrete visual arts exhibitions,
to choir rehearsals, to 50-day-long festivals. Creative recovery projects traverse a
broad range of art forms, including visual arts and sculpture; blacksmithing and
jewelry-making; mosaic, clay, felting, lantern-making, and other crafts; theater,
dance, and music; poetry, creative writing, and storytelling. There are too many art
forms represented to name them all. Yet despite the proliferation of post-disaster
creativity in Australia, creative recovery continues to be woefully under-resourced
by government.

It is challenging to isolate the reasons for continued under-resourcing of creative
recovery in Australia, as there is a lack of research in the field. Documentation of
creative recovery projects is often limited to what project facilitators and communi-
ties themselves produce — memorials, publications, webpages, funding acquittals,
photographs — or to government reports on funding initiatives. One such report by
NSF Consulting (2011) on behalf of the Victorian state government identified that
arts projects following Black Saturday produced positive social and psychological
outcomes in disaster-affected communities. Some of their findings align with key
mass trauma intervention principles established by Hobfoll and colleagues (2007):
creative projects appeared to promote a sense of safety, calm, self- and collective
efficacy, connectedness, and hope. These principles can help guide best practice
in a wide range of disaster recovery interventions, including creative recovery
(Korndorffer et al., 2023).

Interviews that I conducted with artists, arts leaders, and emergency services
workers in 2020 revealed that creative recovery can also contribute to a culture
of democracy in disaster-affected communities. Interviewees identified barriers
to including and sustaining creative processes in disaster recovery. By addressing
these challenges, creative recovery could become an even more effective avenue
for maintaining democratic processes and principles in an age that will be defined
by climate-related disruptions. The following case studies and interviews reflect
the aforementioned principles and explore the ways in which creative recovery
processes can stimulate a culture of democracy.
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Australian Case Studies

One better-known example of creative recovery in Australia is The Blacksmiths’
Tree: a life-sized, metal eucalyptus tree sculpture that weighs over three tons and is
situated in the small town of Strathewen (Garton, 2020; Korndorffer et al., 2023).
The Blacksmiths’ Tree is one of several creative recovery initiatives in Strathewen
following Black Saturday, many of which were community led. I interviewed pro-
ject manager Amanda Grant about her experience leading The Tree Project. She
explained that the project began as a series of leaf-forging workshops with fire-
affected communities:

We [the Australian Blacksmiths Association (Victoria)] were thinking it would
be a six-month project that would result in a small little sculpture as a gift to a
fire-affected community and now . . . this is our eleventh year where . . . we’re
still in contact with the fire affected community from 2009.

The Tree was constructed and installed over a period of five years, with community
members and recovery workers contributing over 1,500 names and personal mes-
sages to be stamped on steel and copper leaves for the canopy. Altogether, 3,500
leaves were made, with approximately 1,000 of these donated by blacksmiths from
28 different countries.

Amanda and her team quickly realized that they would need to expand their
vision beyond a small sculpture, and instead set out to construct a life-sized stain-
less steel tree sculpture that could support the weight of all the leaves. Amanda
and the Blacksmiths Association raised further funds — attracting sponsorship
and donations from multiple private companies and nonprofit organizations —
to pay for the materials and installation. They also formed welding groups to
upskill local community members to weld the leaves onto the branches and the
branches onto the tree. Five years from inception, The Blacksmiths’ Tree was
installed in Strathewen; the site was selected in consultation with fire-affected
communities.

Community members and other supporters of the project noted The Tree’s impor-
tance to those affected by Black Saturday, both directly and indirectly (Garton,
2020). The Tree Project helped develop networks within the fire-affected region
and increased feelings of belonging for community members who came together
to participate in creative group activities. The project also established relationships
between community members, recovery organizations, and government. Amanda
said that at last count, The Tree Project team had worked with 100 different organi-
zations across sectors. The Tree continues to inspire sister projects today, with a
Community Tree Project underway in Cobargo, New South Wales, in response to
the 2019-2020 Black Summer wildfires.

While Amanda was working on The Tree Project, visual artist Michelle Bolmat
was coordinating a series of workshops, exhibitions, and live performance events
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FIGURE 3.1 The Blacksmiths’ Tree, Strathewen, Australia. Photograph by Amanda Grant.

in the neighboring district of Kinglake Ranges. This township is where the highest
level of fatalities occurred, with 120 lives lost in the Black Saturday fires; Kinglake
Ranges has a population of only 1,500 people. I spoke with Michelle about her
experiences as artistic director of the then newly formed Kinglake Ranges Visual
and Performing Arts Alliance. Immediately after the fires, she described the town
as “a community of lost souls who don’t know what to do, how to act, how to pro-
tect their families.” In these early stages post-fires, Michelle explained that local
artists would simply set up art materials in emergency services marquees for chil-
dren to play with. Initially, no one would touch them.

Then this one little boy came along, and he very tentatively reached out for paper
and pencil and crayons, and he started to draw, silently, with very subdued, con-
trolled strokes, structured, and then after a while, he changed his colors from
cool blues and greens to vibrant reds and oranges. His strokes got wilder and
larger and we saw that he was recreating the fires. His mother was standing
behind him and her eyes filled with tears, and she said, “I’ve been trying to talk
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to him about the fires, . . . and he won’t to talk to me. I can’t get him to share
his feelings.” And we just stood there and watched him. This continued on for
nearly an hour and then he finished, and he packed up his paintings to take
with him. His mother gently put her arms around him and simply led him away
through the crowd of people. And then the other children started to join in. And
the parents started to join in. And then people started to talk about the artworks.
And that’s how it all started.

Michelle explained that when the artists saw the effect they were having on the
wider community, they started to believe that the arts could make a meaningful
contribution to their community’s recovery. And they did.

In the three years following the 2009 fires, the Arts Alliance supported
approximately 30 projects across a wide range of art forms: multiple music
festivals and visual arts exhibitions, arts and crafts workshops, a local choir,
a community publication, and even a new local radio station. This provided
a range of accessible entry points for community participants. Like Amanda,
Michelle highlighted the broad range of partnerships that were founded between
the Arts Alliance, community groups, local businesses, schools, emergency ser-
vices agencies, and arts funding bodies. She echoed Amanda’s reflections that
arts projects contributed to a sense of belonging within fire-affected communi-
ties. Both Amanda and Michelle noted that their respective projects established
avenues for outsiders to engage with fire-affected communities in a respectful
and appropriate way.

Interviews on Creativity, Disasters, and Democracy

Alongside my conversations with creative recovery facilitators Amanda and
Michelle, I also interviewed two arts leaders working in this space: Liz Zito from
the nonprofit Regional Arts Victoria (RAV), and Scotia Monkivitch, Executive
Officer of the Creative Recovery Network, an advocacy and development organi-
zation. In addition, I spoke with two emergency services professionals — Bruce
Esplin AM, former Emergency Services Commissioner of Victoria and former
Chair of RAV, and Cecily Fletcher from the Victorian state government’s Depart-
ment of Health and Human Services — about the role of the arts in emergency
management. They all described positive impacts to individual and community
well-being, explaining that creative recovery projects can help people make mean-
ing from their experiences, contribute to a sense of belonging, inspire agency, and
give voice to underrepresented community members. These factors also indicate
that creative recovery can stimulate a culture of democracy in disaster-affected
communities. The following explores this in detail by reflecting on themes from
interviews and building on Hobfoll and colleagues’ (2007) principles. These prin-
ciples have also been explored by psychologists Korndorffer et al. (2023) in a case
study of The Blacksmiths’ Tree.
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Catharsis and Collective Efficacy

The cathartic effect of creative expression for trauma-affected individuals has been
long recognized. This was supported by interviewees with respect to both individu-
als and communities more broadly. Scotia Monkivitch from the Creative Recovery
Network explained that the arts help people “come to terms with the unimagina-
ble” and move beyond the physical and emotional impact of disasters. By process-
ing the emotional impacts of disasters, Scotia explained that individuals are then
empowered to engage with the wider community to make decisions. Former Com-
missioner Bruce Esplin concurred, adding that participating in art-making can help
affected community members regain confidence in their abilities, as well as offer a
mental reprieve from the demands of rebuilding, managing insurance claims, and
so on. Bruce explained that moments of respite can help people think more clearly
overall. What Scotia and Bruce described relates to Hobfoll and colleagues’ (2007)
principles of self-efficacy and collective efficacy. Safely expressing and learning
to regulate emotions following disasters can lead to an increased sense of com-
petency and control. As Scotia argued, this can lead to increased participation in
community-led recovery: a core tenant of best practice in disaster recovery that
aligns with democratic principles.

Connectedness and Social Support

Promoting a sense of safety, calm, and connectedness are trauma intervention prin-
ciples (Hobfoll et al., 2007) that can be seen in creative recovery projects. Bruce
and Michelle from Kinglake Ranges both advocated for “nonthreatening” creative
spaces that help disaster-affected community members express themselves both
verbally and nonverbally. Michelle articulated the value of nonjudgmental and
inclusive creative spaces, saying that they promote “an atmosphere of relaxation
and the ability to release inner emotions.” Bruce explained that nonverbal, task-
based engagement can lead to talking, which he argued is critical to recovery. The
creative processes described by Bruce, Michelle, and other interviewees also link
to Gordon’s (2004) strategies for recovery. They do so by strengthening a sense of
individual identity, promoting social bonding, normalizing communication about
the personal impacts of disasters, and showing a breadth of possible individual
experiences while constructing shared realities. Both expressing and witnessing
the expression of disaster-affected individuals can help repair the social fabric of
communities and increase feelings of connectedness.

Hope and Transformation

Creative projects also foster a sense of hope for the future. Amanda explained that:

this sort of work proves that there’s life beyond the fires. It’s not just about sur-
vival. It’s not about replacing what was lost. It’s about moving into life beyond
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FIGURE 3.2 Assembling The Blacksmiths’ Tree. Photograph by Neil Grant.

the fires, and [creative recovery] creates the environment where that sort of
transformation can take place. That’s both on the personal level and it’s on a
community level.

Scotia agreed, adding that the arts and creativity stimulates imagination. She
said that:

recovery is about being able to re-dream and to come together around this com-
mon vision, which is about sustainable, safe and open, accessible futures.

These observations align with Hobfoll and colleagues’ (2007) note that hope can
be instilled through storytelling and positive goal-setting. Michelle stressed the
adaptability of creative processes, which can facilitate grieving and the acknowl-
edgement of loss through memorial and ritual; provide opportunities for respite,
pleasure, and play; and contribute to individual healing processes through crea-
tive expression, and to community connections through shared meaning-making
processes (NSF Consulting, 2011). Michelle also described the aesthetic trans-
formation of harsh recovery infrastructure such as temporary fencing and mar-
quees, explaining that Kinglake artists turned wire fences into gallery walls and
marquees into live music venues. While Amanda and Scotia explained that creative
processes are transformative for individuals and communities by fostering hope
for the future and cultivating a sense of agency and purpose, creative processes are
also transformable: they are adaptable to the needs of individuals and communities
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FIGURE 3.3 Welding the trunk of The Blacksmiths’ Tree. Photograph by Amanda Grant.

and provide a range of accessible entry points that promote participation and inclu-
sion. These qualities all contribute to a culture of democracy in disaster-affected
communities.

Partnerships and Generosity

Amanda noted that the transformative nature of creativity can support non-arts
organizations to connect with communities in a meaningful and empathic way:

Creative recovery gives people on the outside a way of connecting to those com-
munities in a very gentle, very positive, very uplifting way.

Michelle agreed, adding that creative projects also helped service providers and
other nonlocal agencies to connect with affected community members, as well as to
stay abreast of rapidly evolving community recovery needs. She explained that ser-
vice providers met the Arts Alliance’s requests for resources like marquees, tables,
and chairs for events in a “behind-the-scenes way.” This built trust between local
and nonlocal organizations, as well as contributing to what NSF Consulting (2011)
described as “a culture of giving,” both to and within disaster-affected communi-
ties. Additionally, Scotia and Liz Zito from Regional Arts Victoria stressed the
importance of ongoing collaboration between arts organizations and the recovery
sector, which is an example of adaptive cross-sector collaboration that strengthens
recovery outcomes (Dibley et al., 2019, p. 21).
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Listening and Adaptation

One of the strengths (and challenges) of creative recovery projects is the capacity
for projects to adapt to the needs of the community as those needs evolve. Scotia
emphasized the importance of building trust by spending time with communities
and being responsive to their needs. Liz concurred, adding that:

communities that have workers on the ground in those regions, or really good
arts officers, are more resilient because they know how to come together, to
express, to share, to gather, to make work, to tell stories, all of those things.

This strengthens the case for long-term relationship building between creative
workers and local communities to improve outcomes of creative projects follow-
ing disasters. Amanda concurred with Liz and Scotia’s points, adding that direct
connections with communities that are not constrained by government funding
arrangements and other bureaucratic structures are especially beneficial. This adds
a further benefit to including creative projects in cross-sector recovery initiatives:
they may have capacity to be more flexible and responsive to community needs
than many non-arts initiatives.

Self-Determination and Civic Engagement

Hobfoll and colleagues’ (2007) assertion that self-efficacy and collective effi-
cacy are protective against trauma aligns with emergency management princi-
ples of community-led recovery, as well as democratic principles of participation
and agency. It also relates to Scotia’s description of the training that the Crea-
tive Recovery Network provides to artists, which positions them as “active
citizens” that:

help communities to be self-determined in their own recovery. So that means
that culture and the arts can be used as a way to articulate and to drive and to
demand what they wish to see as their support.

Liz added that generally, strong creative communities produce spontaneous com-
munity responses that address gaps in formal disaster recovery arrangements. Liz
offered an example from the small town of Cudgewa, Victoria, which was impacted
by the 2019-2020 Black Summer fires. She said that a local artist recognized that
he didn’t have the skills to fight the fires, but that he was a great organizer from
having worked in the arts:

So he started a Facebook page, he started getting people to run fuel and vol-
unteering and they were getting into places that Council couldn’t get into. It
was quite extraordinary. . . . Artists and people who work in the creative indus-
tries are able to think outside the box and are able to look at all the different
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possibilities . . . so when a disaster happens, they are more freely able to come
up with ways to survive or to help look after each other.

This example shows that creativity can empower individuals to respond spon-
taneously and effectively to disasters, complementing the work of agencies and
government. As Scotia explained, creative recovery is about self-determination:
promoting agency within communities so that they can lead their own recovery and
develop a shared vision for the future.

Barriers to Incorporating Creativity in Recovery

While creative recovery is recognized for its contribution to social recovery fol-
lowing major disruptions, there are significant barriers to embedding the arts
and creativity in disaster recovery long term. Amanda, Michelle, Bruce, Cecily,
Liz, and Scotia spoke at length about these challenges, offering suggestions for
improvement to planning and collaboration within and between the arts and other
sectors. Their suggestions would enable creative approaches to recovery to be more
effective in the future by protecting arts workers from burnout and increasing the
sustainability of projects within communities.

Tensions Between “Top-Down” and “Bottom-Up” Responses

Cecily and Bruce reflected on the tensions between “top-down” government
responses and “bottom-up” community leadership following disasters. Cecily
acknowledged that commitments from government, such as funding or recovery
workers, often come before local needs are ascertained. Scotia explained that these
“top-down” imperatives can be seen in creative recovery projects, too, despite
the good intentions of government and agencies funding them. She argued that
creative projects are unsuccessful when they fail to respond to a community’s self-
determined needs. Bruce agreed, warning that governments need to be facilitators,
not leaders of recovery projects. He said that poorly facilitated projects can leave
a “legacy of mistrust” in the creative recovery process, and that in the past, some
local governments have been too involved or brought in outsiders to facilitate pro-
jects that inevitably collapsed. Liz stressed that communities don’t respond to “fly
in, fly out” projects. Rather, they need workers supporting them on the ground.
Amanda said she has witnessed governments invest in projects led by outsiders
or consultants who are not embedded in the community, explaining that communi-
ties have become angered by creative outcomes because they didn’t reflect their
wants and needs. However, Liz and Amanda both suggested that there are some
benefits to communities working with outsider-artists to lead projects. Outsiders
can be seen as impartial by community members, which minimizes actual or per-
ceived bias regarding the distribution of funding and administrative support, and
reduces the possibility of exacerbating existing social fractures within the com-
munity. This outside-in approach was seen in Amanda’s leadership on The Tree



60 Anna Kennedy-Borissow

Project, which is often held up as an exemplar of best practice in creative recov-
ery with respect to community engagement. However, there are benefits to local
creative leadership — such as Michelle’s inside-out approach in Kinglake — that are
equally important to acknowledge. Scotia argued that, overall, facilitators should
either be locals or invited by locals for their skillset or ability to coordinate across
a range of complex needs. Ultimately, these two approaches, outside-in — where
nonlocal facilitators become embedded in the community — and inside-out — where
local leaders initiate projects and can access support as needed — may offer equally
effective frameworks for creative recovery.

The Seeming Irrelevance of Creativity After Disasters

A significant barrier to garnering support to incorporate the arts and creativity into
disaster recovery is that it is not always perceived as relevant or useful to community,
agencies, and government. Scotia proposed that this could be due to sociopolitical
perceptions of arts and culture more broadly because “currently in Australia, we’re
not seen to be intrinsically of value.” She stated that these attitudes — from govern-
ment and agencies especially — can make it difficult to get projects off the ground.
Not only this, but Amanda explained that creative recovery projects can be seen
as an added burden to emotionally exhausted recovery workers. Disaster-affected
individuals may also struggle to perceive the value of creative projects because,
as Amanda noted, when relief support is being withdrawn, they may feel that their
immediate needs are no longer being met. This may cause people to view arts-
related expenditure as frivolous or insensitive. She and Bruce pointed out that hav-
ing creative recovery facilitators on the ground before immediate relief is withdrawn
mitigates this potential conflict and its impact on creative project development.

Bruce and Amanda stressed that when creative projects are introduced later in
the recovery process when funding finally becomes available, the level of com-
munity trauma and hostility can be difficult to navigate. Scotia, Bruce, Liz, and
Amanda all advocated for the inclusion of creative recovery in emergency plan-
ning prior to disasters to address this challenge. Liz and Amanda suggested that
creative recovery should be written into local government plans prior to disasters
because government and agencies can be difficult to connect with when they are
focused on responding to immediate community needs. Scotia and Bruce also pro-
posed that embedding creative recovery in state and local emergency management
arrangements would help organizations like Regional Arts Victoria and Creative
Recovery Network to dispense funding and on-the-ground arts workers earlier in
the recovery process.

Lack of Funding and Coordination Leads to Facilitator Burnout

Amanda explained that when creative recovery isn’t embedded in government
plans, it becomes difficult to access funding for projects. Without funding, Sco-
tia said that it takes longer for communities to experience the positive impacts of
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creative recovery. Compounding this is the impact that a lack of funding can have
on the well-being of creative recovery facilitators. Amanda said that despite posi-
tive feedback from the community, she wouldn’t work on another project like The
Blacksmiths’ Tree due to burnout from working for free for a long time on a highly
complex and demanding project:

I don’t usually talk about this with a lot of people, but the lack of funding was
brutal. Like the blacksmiths used to repair my car so I could keep it on the
road. . . . I was so freaking broke.

This raises issues about managing expectations from communities and funders that
creative recovery facilitators will work for free or next to nothing. This links to
sociopolitical perceptions of the arts not being of value, as expressed by Scotia.
Alongside the risk of burnout due to low or no pay, there is also a risk of vicarious
trauma for creative recovery workers. Facilitator burnout not only harms individual
workers but can also limit the effectiveness and long-term sustainability of creative
recovery projects.

Liz identified another funding-related issue, which is a lack of coordination on
creative recovery initiatives within the arts sector. Scotia thought that this might
be compounded by the highly competitive nature of arts funding. This is worsened
by arts sector grant guidelines that sometimes exclude creative recovery projects
from being eligible.

Amanda explained that for this reason, creative recovery typically receives
funding from outside the arts sector, such as from mental health or community
resilience funds, causing applicants to retrofit their projects to grant criteria in
order to maintain project viability. This emphasizes that the arts and cultural sec-
tor needs to consider its role in disaster recovery prior to disasters occurring. This
would help establish a wider range of arts-appropriate funding pathways for facili-
tators to access as their projects develop in response to community interest and
needs.

Valuing and Resourcing Creative Recovery

Interviews with artists, arts leaders, and emergency services experts revealed that
creative processes can stimulate a culture of democracy in disaster-affected com-
munities. This occurs when individuals engage in creative expression, which can
lead to greater understanding between affected community members. By creating
safe spaces for expression, creative recovery fosters connectedness and belonging.
This promotes participation and inclusion within disaster-affected communities
more broadly. Further, creative recovery inspires hope and future planning, culti-
vating a sense of agency and purpose. Creative recovery can be flexible in response
to the needs of disaster-affected individuals and communities where government
and other service-providers may not be able to. Additionally, creative projects can
strengthen networks within communities, as well as with external organizations



62 Anna Kennedy-Borissow

and agencies. This contributes to trust and a sense of generosity toward and within
disaster-affected regions, strengthening collaboration and self-determination.

However, tensions between “top-down” and “bottom-up” imperatives can doom
creative recovery projects to fail. This can be compounded by poor timing of pro-
jects due to creative recovery not being considered in pre-disaster planning. The
arts and cultural sector could address this by considering their role in responding to
the impacts of the climate crisis. Climate change has increased the risk and impact
of disasters worldwide, and this erodes the social, physical, and financial health
of affected individuals and communities. This makes communities vulnerable to
exploitation through the weakening of democratic processes following disasters.
By presenting case studies of best practice in creative recovery, these Australian
examples may inform international approaches to community empowerment.

Creative recovery can address the impact of disasters on democracy by pro-
moting empathy, connection, trust, and agency in affected communities. But for
this to occur, it is essential that both the arts and emergency management sectors
recognize the value of these initiatives and resource creative recovery projects and
facilitators accordingly.
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DEMOCRACY AS DEMONSTRATION

A Lifelong, Dreamed of, Home

Kirsten Kaschock and Rachel Wenrick

Yes, there are obstacles. Unwillingness [of] individuals to work together in har-
mony to produce a unified community; lack of patience, lack of unconditional
love, lack of time set aside to get to know people and work with people . . .

— Anonymous Writers Room participant

Imagine a home . . . on the inside there are potted plants and flowers . . . rooms
for Artistic Expressions of all kinds . . . rooms that could be used by any tenant
that has scheduled an appointment . . . on the rooftop there are four huge rooms
for social gatherings for all kinds of events . . . [downstairs] a fully equipped and
stocked kitchen is broken off in sections where we can cook, cater, and teach
cooking classes . . . the beauty of it all is when things are over and done with, we
can return to our personal domiciles . . . SWEET!
— Rosalyn Cliett (Writers Room participant and
West Philadelphia resident)

#

What follows is the story of how Writers Room, a university-community liter-
ary arts program at Drexel University in Philadelphia, Pennsylvania, found itself
involved in the research and design of affordable housing. The story will be told —
as most Writers Room stories are told — polyvocally, setting the voices of the com-
munity in direct conversation with professional artists and academics, real estate
developers, and university administrators. A collage of episodes, dialogues, and
reflections will offer a sense of the process through which this evolution occurred
and is still unfolding. In other words, this narrative will attempt — no doubt imper-
fectly — to model both democratic and artistic practices (and show how deeply
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related they are) even as it tries to convey the history of an organization founded in
response to a single question:
What if?

#

In July 2014, a group gathered at the inauguration of a university-owned commu-
nity center in West Philadelphia was asked to imagine a writers’ house centered in
the neighborhood. If that could be — what might it be?

Then a non-tenure-track teaching faculty of Drexel University’s English and Phi-
losophy Department, Rachel Wenrick was at the Dornsife Center that late summer
afternoon. Located on a 1.3-acre property between tree-lined avenues of occasion-
ally dilapidated Victorian houses and narrower rowhouse-filled streets, Dornsife
is Drexel’s “urban extension center,” straddling the Powelton Village and Man-
tua neighborhoods of West Philadelphia. The area had just that year been named
by the US Department of Housing and Urban Development (HUD) as a Promise
Zone — an area of high poverty (nearly twice the ~24% Philadelphia average) but
also of potential opportunity, with universities and health centers within walking
distance — and the designation was being seized upon as an imperative for renewed
civic engagement by local anchor institutions, the University of Pennsylvania and
Drexel among them.

FIGURE 4.1 Writers Room participants in thought and writing at an outdoor workshop
prior to community dinner. Photograph by Devin Welsh.
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Not a Writers’ House — Writers Room

When Wenrick heard the term “writers’ house,” she first flashed to the historic
liberal arts campus model, a place where literary luminaries are invited to give
readings to undergraduates, where English professors hold high-level seminars
and graduate students discuss theory. The concept is attractive, but it isn’t inher-
ently community-centered or inclusive. Cloistered inside their ivory towers, such
spaces — even when they invite the public in — are not largely designed with those
outside the university in mind. Imagining something different, Wenrick did as
Wenrick does and turned to those around her. The people she met that day, people
who eventually would become the founding members of Writers Room, did not
want the house on the hill. They did not dream of resume-writing sessions and
grammar tutorials. Given access to university resources and faculty, they wanted
to learn how to better tell their own stories, to archive their family histories, and to
express themselves as the artists they knew they were.

1 know there are endless ways to share
creativity. I love sharing my creativity in
two ways those being physically and
verbally. Physically I create art and put it
all over my room. Not just art but
everything that is important to me. The
drawing me and my little sister did. The
drawings I did when [ was in a dark place . . .
Verbally I share my ideas. Like how I
want to make a space for people who 've
experienced abuse. Or how I don't
understand how we can t just make more
money to get out of debt. And the poem 1
wrote when [ was crying, or the poem I
wrote when [ was happy.

— Amina Mosley (Writers Room participant,

graduate of Paul Robeson High School)

A writer herself, Wenrick got to work and called the project, simply, Writers Room.
(There’s no apostrophe — it’s not a place writers own, it’s a place they are.) To
explain the “room,” she quotes the architect Louis Kahn, “[The room] is the place
of the mind.” But neither he nor Wenrick stops there. “The street,” he continued,
“is a room by agreement.” These quotes are not offered up as some cryptic man-
tra: Writers Room began as a theoretical response, as an imagined space. In 2014,
it began with First Tuesdays — free one-off writing workshops scheduled in the
afternoon before the monthly community dinners at the Dornsife Center (Drexel’s
answer to an urban extension center) and held wherever space was available. The
“room” of Writers Room is any place that its writers convened.
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This may sound utopic, but these are the adjustments and reframings artists (and
others) know how to make when they don’t have a designated space to call home
or enough funding to build one. Without foundational support from a university
that prizes innovation, Writers Room began in the margins, and from there began to
find its own way, to make its own spaces. This story will not be unfamiliar to those
working at the intersection of art, higher education, and community.

At the end of its first year, Writers Room held a reading and Anthology release —
which would become an annual event. The Dornsife Center was packed. Anyone
who had participated in a First Tuesday or had work published in Writers Room’s
inclusive publication was invited to read, and they brought friends and family to
listen. The work was real, it was powerful, it was shared and heard.

On the day after that event, a founding member of Writers Room, Carol Rich-
ardson McCullough, told Wenrick that she and her family had been evicted. The
developer who’d recently bought their apartment building had decided to market
its units to student renters. She explained:

It was pressing on me. And in the writing I had done a lot of reflection and
shared things about what had gone on in my life. I felt a connection with you,
so I just mentioned it. Almost as a point of conversation. The Anthology read-
ing was the first thing we did, and this was the next thing coming up in my life.

Undergraduate members of Writers Room, students who’d attended workshops
with Carol and Jordan, her son, who has special needs and was 25 at the time,
showed up that weekend with Wenrick’s partner Cyrille to help the McCullough
family move. It was in that whirlwind (Carol references the Tasmanian Devil as
a visual) that the group began to understand how implicated they were in each
other’s stories. At the end of Writers Room’s very first year, the seed for a different
type of writers” house was planted. It sprouted out of adversity and necessity, but it
suggested something different might be possible — maybe students and neighbors
could do more than workshop together. What if? What if a writers’ house meant
writers living together?

Wenrick knew that the challenges of housing in West Philadelphia were mani-
fold — not only for those seeking affordable living spaces, but also for anyone try-
ing to understand and effect change in that landscape. And the reality of doing that
from within an anchor institution with a complicated history in the neighborhood
was even more daunting. One administrator, upon hearing that Writers Room had
an idea for joint university-community housing, expressed excitement and trepi-
dation. “I want so badly for this to work, but . . .” and then she shook her head,
“Maybe I'm too institutionalized. I’ve forgotten how to dream.” This was the type
of disbelief the project was met with again and again. And this was only on the
university side.

Neighbors were also skeptical. There is long-standing community distrust of
the universities in West Philadelphia (Drexel’s and the University of Pennsylva-
nia’s campuses are contiguous). Residents live in fear of displacement, have seen
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university interventions come and go, and have taken repeated surveys about
their needs that led to no action. Drexel’s administration is perceived to be non-
transparent, promising unrealized prosperity for residents as it increases its foot-
print in the neighborhood, and its researchers can be viewed as self-interested
(when offering inadequate compensation for community time and participation
in academic studies). Additionally, Drexel’s ten-week quarter system, with many
students leaving campus for six-month co-op internships, makes it difficult for stu-
dents to view themselves as part of West Philadelphia, and some don’t treat it as if
it is anyone’s home. Finally, as with many urban universities, few Drexel faculty
live in the neighborhoods surrounding the university.

Looking back — I see the plan. Gentrification for the so-called Gentry but not

my people. Underserved, unwanted, are marched to the hinterlands, the facili-

ties, the shelters, the jails. And the powers, the Med’s and Ed’s, can reclaim their
city — Temple to U of P.

— Elizabeth Abrams (Writers Room participant,

West Philadelphia resident)

#

In 2016, the day after Donald Trump’s presidential election victory, the sky over
Philadelphia was charcoal-colored. Wenrick, at a loss and feeling the sense of loss
so many were feeling, decided to attend an informational meeting for ArtPlace
America, a ten-year collaboration among foundations, federal agencies, and finan-
cial institutions to support and strengthen the field of creative placemaking. Javier
Torres-Campos, Director of National Grantmaking, was there, and he complimented
her skirt — a small human moment that marked that morning as something other
than dark. To a packed room, he presented a vision for positioning “arts and culture
as a core sector of equitable community planning and development.” For many of
us, it seemed like time to start engaging in local action with whatever tools we had.
Sitting back waiting for others to do the work no longer seemed like a viable option.

A few months later, February 2017, Writers Room submitted a first-round appli-
cation to ArtPlace America’s National Creative Placemaking Fund with the idea
for an anti-displacement project. McCullough’s illegal eviction had been the seed,
but since that moment, more and more members had shared their concerns about
the changing face of West Philadelphia, their fears of displacement, and their desire
not to be complicit in the devastating effects of rapid gentrification. Keyssh Datts,
Writers Room member and founder of Decolonizing Philadelphia, describes the
situation this way: “I stand here in a city undergoing a community memory ampu-
tation as its members are at a cry-for-help to save the last of what’s left of a dying
city currently being brought up by developers” (McCullough, 2022, p. 35). Since
its inception, Writers Room had been flipping the script of a typical writers house
by treating all comers as potential artists and teachers — but this application put
forth a house that was not only community-centered but also residential.
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The application process consisted of a year of working with residents and civic
groups, building partnerships, and co-designing the concept for a house where stu-
dents and community members could live together and learn from one another.

When the project was named a finalist for ArtPlace, one of 70 out of a field of
1,000, we spent the summer refining the idea, planning a site visit, dreaming. Much
of this work was happening while our civic partners were negotiating a community
benefits agreement with the developer of Schuylkill Yards, a $3.5 billion innova-
tion district created in partnership with Drexel. It was apparent that one house
wasn’t enough, that the writers house we had initially envisioned could be the first
stage of a much-longer-term project. In a meeting with Wenrick and McCullough
at the Dornsife Center, Gwen Morris, Secretary of the Mantua Civic Association
and a neighborhood resident since the 1970s, asked, “How are you going to scale
it up?” They began imagining a constellation of homesharers, of residents renting
to students, with arts programming cohering the whole and providing the feedback
loop that would make the program responsive and, ultimately, successful and rep-
licable. The work ahead was so big, but we felt energized, ready.

On the day the call came that ArtPlace had not funded the project, that the initial
residential house would not be happening that year, Wenrick walked out of her
office and said, “I feel like we’re at the bottom of the mountain.”

#

What follows is a small portion of a scored dialogue between four Writers Room
members including Wenrick, founding member McCullough, then Drexel under-
graduate Lauren Lowe, and Barbara Dale, who worked for a local housing collec-
tive. The form was adapted from the work of the late composer Pauline Oliveros.
This writing experiment, which took place over email and in a roundtable discus-
sion, used a collaborative, consensus-oriented practice to slow down conversation,
giving participants time to deeply listen to one another and process their responses.
The overarching question put before the group of four women of various ages,
educations, races, religions, and identities was this: did they still think long-term
West Philadelphia residents and more transient students could live together coop-
eratively, creating an alternative to displacement while also beginning to build a
richer, more inclusive community — and more importantly, if so, should we con-
tinue to pursue this idea despite the recent setback that pushed the realization of
home-sharing even further into the future?

Describe the Writers House Project as You Have Come
to Understand It

Barbara Dale: The writers’ house is a response to disconnect between a uni-
versity and the community surrounding it . . . This collabora-
tion came into existence because housing (a home) is both a
necessary function of social and economic justice (a human
right), and a space where life and creativity happens.
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FIGURE 4.2 Norman Cain, Natasha Hajo, and Mark Dawkins talk and stroll around their
shared neighborhood of West Philadelphia. Photograph by Lauren Lowe.

Carol McCullough: The writers’ house, as I understand it, is to be a greater

Lauren Lowe:

Rachel Wenrick:

extension of the Writers Room concept, where select writ-
ers (students and community members) would not only come
together and write, but also reside together.

I always think of the project with this one particular idea in
mind . . . instead of building “an enclave for the initiated” as
Wenrick would probably say, our project recognizes that the
talent is already here — and Aas been here.

Writers Room is the radical idea that people of different races,
religions, genders, generations, orientations, cultures can live
and create together. That we can support each other. Love
each other. Recognize ourselves in each other. That we can
be part of something bigger, make something bigger than just
ourselves by being just ourselves.

How Did You Get Involved in the Project, and Why Did You?

McCullough: 1 got involved in the project as a result of my dedication to Writers
Room, and, of course, my experience with being forced to move out
of my apartment when my landlord (illegally) sold the property to a
company which rehabbed and refurbished it, and then raised the rent
and rented it out to students . . . The possibility of living in a super
creative space at a price that I could afford I find very appealing.
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Dale:

Now, with word of the funding miss, it creates both the familiar sad-
ness which follows rejection, as well as a feeling of determination
and hopefulness at the prospect of refining the design . . . to make it
happen anyway . . .

I became involved as a representative of Friends Rehabilitation Pro-
gram (FRP), an affordable housing and social service nonprofit . . .
The idea of this writers’ house aligned with our Quaker values,
and . . . reminded us of a housing cooperative our Quaker prede-
cessors created in the 1950s — the first racially integrated housing
cooperative in Philadelphia . . . [ am interested in how cooperative
communities can resist injustice.

If the Sky Were the Limit — What Would a House Created by
Writers Room Look/Feel/Be Like?

Lowe: I’'m learning . . . how important visibility is for our projects.

Dale: The [house] shines the light on tension, opens it up for discussion. Inside
of the house, discussion happens. Students and community members talk
about what it means to lead a life in this environment . . . How do we build
an inclusive community that leaves no one behind? Out of this discussion,
change happens.

What Communities Do You Carry Into This Room?
Who Weighs In?

Lowe:

McCullough:

Students, both undergraduate and, I also think about what the high-
schoolers would think in the area and how they might benefit . . . and
grad students (maybe I will be one eventually). I also was thinking
about families, and my dad — who would probably be like “This is
like hippie bullshit.” (laughter) He totally would. But also [his and
my] larger community of Chinatown. I think about how similar the
issues around housing can be in those two neighborhoods . . .

One community that has not been mentioned yet but which is defi-
nitely there is the African American community . . . of which I am
a part. And we’ll be in the house, we’re in the neighborhood . . .
Rather than bulldozing through and pushing them aside, bring them
in. And so I think of the communities of students, and learners. This
is a university project, and so it’s an opportunity for everybody to
learn, to learn from each other . . . there are lifelong learners, differ-
ent ages, they might not have a backpack on their back full of books,
but they have things they carry with them.

#
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As bell hooks reminds us, “to be truly visionary we have to root our imagination
in our concrete reality while simultaneously imagining possibilities beyond that
reality” (hooks, 2000).

Thinking — through some weird cocktail of rugged individualism and ego — that

I have to come up with my own answer when, of course, the answers [are]
already stretching and yawning to life somewhere in the collective . . .

— Amy Gottsegen (Writers Room participant,

Drexel graduate, community organizer)

The last time democracy almost died —

we were not even thoughts yet.

But if you and I were able to materialize from the dust,
maybe we can turn back the clock.

Our aim: to illuminate and protect
as we gather, learn, see a future . ..
— Alex Wasalinko (Writers Room participant,
ArtistYear AmeriCorps Resident Teaching Artist)

#

When Writers Room persevered, after an initial rejection, in developing that initial
idea for a single residential home into a plan for sustained growth within a com-
munity, this was an artistic act. Enlisting a cross-sector, cross-disciplinary, diverse,
intergenerational collective to lend their voices to the project, to be co-creators in
every step of the process. This is self-determination. This is democracy.

We shouldn’t need permission to imagine — humans are born as dreaming
beings. Children take their sensory experiences and transform them through play,
often through collaborative play. But at some point during social development,
the belief that the things we cultivate in the mind might then thrive in the world is
challenged by circumstance. It is challenged by poverty, racism, sexism, homo-
phobia, xenophobia, and by systems that claim to be meritocratic while hiding in
plain sight entrenched hierarchy and its accompanying oppressions. People stop
believing in the power of their imaginations — they forget how to dream. They
doubt their ability to make change happen in their own lives, much less in the
world.

Because artists make — because they create and repurpose and extrapolate — they
can show the work of transforming the dreamt into the done. They show that it
remains possible, even in difficult circumstances, even with materials others might
dub less than. Writers Room honors the artist in us all. Making together helps us
understand that creating something new is an inalienable right, that having others
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willing to truly hear and see our ideas, and committing to seeing and hearing their
work in turn: that is democracy in its most basic form.

#

During the application process for ArtPlace, Writers Room established partnerships
with the Mantua Civic Association, the Powelton Village Civic Association, and
Drexel’s Justice-oriented Youth (JoY) Education Lab led by Dr. Ayana Allen-Handy.
Together we completed an AmeriCorps-funded community-driven participatory
action research project to investigate the potential for cooperative living to combat
displacement. This intergenerational research team found that the displacement of
Black residents in West Philadelphia is happening at faster and higher rates than
initially hypothesized, with a 73% increase in the white population in the neighbor-
hood bordering Drexel — Mantua — over the past ten years. Further analysis of a
sample block group revealed rental rates rose 44.33% with increases of 73.97% in
rent-burdened households (paying more than 30% of income on rent) and 453.85%
in those that are extremely rent-burdened (paying more than 50% of income).
During this period of investigation, Writers Room’s housing work became its
own strand of programming, Second Story Collective. This collaborative of art-
ists and scholars, activists and architects, and West Philadelphia residents believe
that shared living space and shared stories can create a foundation for meaning-
ful cohabitation, community-building, and preservation — that the right housing
innovations can address affordability and equity at the same time. In this model,
older homeowners receive help renovating their homes for student tenants.
Community-minded youth agree to provide needed practical help to the homeown-
ers in exchange for lower rents. In addition to these aging-in-place homes — which
are being piloted this year — in consultation with the group, local developer Charles
Lomax is building 18 multi-family units as part of Village Square on Haverford,
a mixed-use development in West Philadelphia. Lomax says, “This is an opportu-
nity to change the narrative of university-adjacent development from one of dis-
placement of long-term residents to engagement and community-building.” The
duplexes will create an extra rental income stream for first-time homebuyers, help-
ing young families become homeowners. The model shows how alternative afford-
able housing options can benefit this university-adjacent area and its overlapping
communities. In the words of Carol Richardson McCullough, “It would also be one
instance of neighborhood placement rather than the dis-placement that has histori-
cally accompanied university expansion into neighborhoods” (Kaschock, 2023).
The dread of displacement and the lack of affordable housing again and again
rose up through artmaking and storytelling as the most pressing concerns of Writ-
ers Room members. Although these problems predate both the election of Trump
and the onset of COVID, during the past eight years they have been compounded,
revealing the entangled nature of social issues and the need for locally imagined and
voiced solutions. Writers Room members have listened to one another’s concerns
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FIGURE 4.3 Attendants at a housing symposium sharing ideas of home. Photograph by
Lauren Lowe.

and together decided to act, to take what they’ve imagined — sharing stories and
lives beyond the workshop space — and make it an actual thing in the world. It has
been a long road, but we are on the brink of finally seeing the residential homes
that we dreamt of together.

From Writers Room’s inception, our participants have been co-designers of our
programming, and they use the tools they bring from their lives and the ones they
find in workshops to expand all our thinking about what a community is and what
it can do. The stories our members tell, their desires for new ways to discuss issues
that matter, and the resultant dialogue — these all determine the direction of our
work and bolster resolve when it gets hard, which it does, frequently.
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Andrea Walls, a Philadelphia multidisciplinary artist/activist and founder of the
Museum of Black Joy, runs a weekly photography and writing program at Writers
Room. In summer 2023, that program’s work was featured in conversation with
images of historic Philadelphia at the Pennsylvania Academy of the Fine Arts. This
installation, “Seeing Philadelphia,” spurred dialogue about the changing face of
the city, a city sometimes known as the cradle of American democracy. The power
of the work’s placement, and how these images and words share space with more
traditionally elevated images, has been a powerful reminder of how infrequently
the voices and the ways of seeing evidenced in the work (BIPOC, elderly, youth-
ful, queer) have been promoted as representative of America. Walls introduced the
group’s work this way: “The first question that comes to mind: what is a city? Is it
the buildings, the land, the history, the way it feels to be a citizen? Who is the city
for? Who serves? Who is served? Which aspects of city life are upheld and which
are invisible — then and now? Who decides? Who disrupts?”

Writers Room has, in nine years, moved beyond its given frame as an imagined
site for arts programming to become a force for social change. It is impossible not
to notice, here in Philadelphia, that this same work has been performed by citizens
(and those wrongly excluded from citizenry) since this country began: continually
enacting what is necessary to remake the dream, to be in a state of doing democracy
rather than thinking it ever already done.
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INTRODUCTION TO AESTHETIC
STRATEGIES

Remaking Worlds and Ourselves: Aesthetic
Strategies for a Culture of Democracy

Diane Ragsdale and Shannon Litzenberger

Part Two of this book explores the way aesthetic practices and experiences help
humans develop a range of relational capacities essential to making more inclu-
sive, pluralistic democracies. The authors in Part Two are arts practitioners who
use satiric webinars, collaborative art projects, ensemble-building strategies, and
embodied community co-creation processes to advance a culture of democracy.
One way of interpreting the aims of their aesthetic strategies is as a form of inten-
tional worldmaking through collective practice — that is, a means of co-creating
environments in which participants are enabled (required, even) to shift how they
remake their relationships to themselves, others, “modernity/coloniality” (De
Oliviera Andreotti, 2021), the natural world, and time.

This Introduction begins by problematizing a perceived state of “pernicious
polarization” (McCoy & Somer, 2019) and, following political theorist William
Connolly (2005), argues for “work on our relational selves” (p. 30) done by devel-
oping a set of virtues that need to be cultivated in individuals and communities in
order to manifest pluralism. We explore how such virtues have come to be sub-
ordinated in this modern/colonial world and point to a fundamental shift in con-
sciousness that is necessary not only for the realization of pluralism, but for future
survival of the human species. We then seek to demonstrate ways in which pro-
jects and practices (i.c., aesthetic strategies), described in the chapters that follow,
enable worldmaking and, in doing so, foster in participants a range of relational
capacities essential to the practice of pluralism.

Rehearsal for Pluralism

Humanity has entered a period of reckoning. Complex interdependent systems are
failing, and current ways of living are unsustainable. Transformational change is
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needed, and for that we need the ability to collaborate across differences. Unfor-
tunately, in the United States and elsewhere, the ability to coexist and converse
across political or other cultural divides, much less collaborate, is in short supply.
There is perhaps no more urgent question at this moment than “How can we live
well together?”

The promise of pluralism in democracies in most parts of the world has proven
elusive. Pluralism not only entails the peaceful coexistence of multiple perspec-
tives and narratives, it requires sharing the power to shape the now and the future.
A significant question is how we get there from a pernicious and polarized Zere
(McCoy & Somer, 2019), as pluralism requires a fundamental shift in collective
and enduring ways of relating.

Within a section titled “The Politics of Becoming” in his 2005 book, Plural-
ism, theorist William Connolly (2005) asserts that to increase our capacity to be
pluralists, two cardinal virtues must be cultivated. The first is agonistic respect, by
which Connolly means engaging forthrightly with those holding other views and
values, but doing so with an ethos of respect. The second is critical responsiveness,
which entails “careful listening and presumptive generosity,” particularly vis-a-vis
members of society struggling to achieve recognition, rights, justice, or legitimacy
(pp. 124-125). Beyond these two cardinal virtues, Connolly (2005) argues for the
development of other predicate virtues, including: “tolerance of ambiguity” (p. 4),
“connection across multiple differences” (p. 66), “receptive listening” (p. 48), and
having “a foot in two worlds” (p. 4).

Each of the chapters in Part Two utilizes artistic experiences and processes as a
mechanism for bringing people together across divides around difficult or contro-
versial issues. They intentionally engage historically unheard voices and encourage
divergent perspectives to be expressed with the aim of fostering a more democratic
culture, which we conceptualize here as “rehearsal for pluralism.”

Remaking Relationships to Self, Others, Place, and History

How did we end up in a state of “pernicious polarization”? Why do many people
seem to resist pluralism? Essentially, the humanmade modern/colonial world has,
in turn, remade us. Research by psychiatrist, neuroscience researcher, and philoso-
pher lain McGilchrist, who studies the two hemispheres of the brain and their dif-
ferences, demonstrates that the hemispheres differ not so much in what they do
as in how they approach the world. The left brain understands component parts,
while the right brain understands relationships that make up a whole. The left brain
pays sharp attention to detail; it sorts and organizes and is concerned with order,
control, categorization, manipulation, and bureaucracy (Rowson & McGilchrist,
2013, p. 17). While the right brain, more central to intelligence, understands our
interconnected reality, sees movement and metaphor, discerns patterns and con-
text, and is capable of reading humor, body language, and implied meaning (Ayed,
2021, 15:15). McGilchrist cautions that over the past 100 years, modern society
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has, more and more, begun to mirror the world of the left hemisphere, resulting in
a distortion of experiences of reality (Ayed, 2021 15:45); he further argues that a
rebalancing is critical and that, if anything, the right brain should be dominant in
humans and the left its agent.

In much the same way that McGilchrist finds right-brain deficits, Potawatomi
scholar Robin Wall Kimmerer speaks of the perils of the scientific process of
rational inquiry that dominates the Western world. “The destructive lens is not
science itself, but the lens of the scientific worldview, the illusion of dominance
and control, the separation of knowledge from responsibility” (Kimmerer, 2015,
p. 346). Like left- and right-brain ways of knowing, the Mi’kmaq practice of “two-
eyed seeing,” coined by Elder Albert Marshall, is a practice in which communities
approach a question or problem by “seeing from one eye with the strengths of
Indigenous ways of knowing and from the other eye with the strengths of Western
ways of knowing and using both eyes together for a holistic and truly informed
(depth) perspective” (Michie et al., 2018, p. 1207, as cited in McMillan, 2023,
p. 150).

Likewise, cognitive scientist John Vervaeke, whose work is focused on ques-
tions of meaning-making, amplifies the notion that there are lost ways of know-
ing that humans imbued in Western cultures need to resurrect. Specifically, while
modern humans are generally effective with propositional knowing (knowing that
something is the case, or facts) and procedural knowing (knowing how to do some-
thing, or skills), Vervaeke asserts that they have diminished capacities for perspec-
tival knowing (sensing the world and one’s place in it) and participatory knowing
(knowing how to act in one’s environment) (Vervaeke, 2020, 19:30). When not
engaging with perspectival and participatory knowing, the world is reduced to facts
and skills, and people ignore aspects of themselves that are integral to human-
ity. When we experience our bodies, minds, and spirits as independent entities —
separate from the world as an integrated, interdependent system of life — we find
ourselves “cut off from meaning-making” (Vervaeke, 2020, 31:30).

New research has also shown that “embodied self-awareness grows resilience,
emotional regulation, adaptability, and flourishing, as well as empathy, connect-
edness, and the ability to de-escalate and manage conflict” (Blake, 2022, p. 8).
These capacities are essential to the work of living well together in a pluralistic
democracy. Thus, a shift away from the dominant, hyper-rational modalities of the
modern/colonial world will be necessary to develop such capacities.

Collective, embodied practices of co-creation, such as those demonstrated in the
contributions in Part Two, animate right-brain, perspectival, and participatory ways
of knowing. Becoming conscious of how we “think” relationally with and through
our bodies strengthens the connection between our felt sense experience of the
world and how we interpret and make sense of it through concepts, metaphors, lan-
guage, and story. It protects us from becoming manipulated by narratives, beliefs,
and concepts incongruent with our felt experiences; and it supports our capacity
to participate in co-creation of the world. Collectively, all three chapters highlight
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sensory and/or participatory approaches that bring participants into a new relation-
ship to self, others, and community traumas, conflicts, or systemic harms.

Activating Collective Imaginaries

What we are describing is nothing short of an ontological shift, which Colombian
American anthropologist Arturo Escobar characterizes as the “political activation
of relationality” (Blaser et al., 2014, as cited in Escobar, 2018, p. 153). Escobar
argues for a reorientation that would value and encourage the development of a
range of human dimensions that, since the Enlightenment, have tended to be subor-
dinated — e.g., emotions, the spiritual, nonscientific forms of knowledge, the body,
and place — so that we might collectively construct worlds that are healing, caring,
and life-sustaining (Escobar, 2018, p. 153).

How we see and sense the world is conditioned by past experiences and plays
out like a predictable algorithm unless default attentional filters are consciously
disrupted. Musician, composer, and visual artist Brian Eno describes the role that
art can play in this disruption:

What is possible in art becomes thinkable in life. We become our new selves
first in a simulacrum, through style and fashion and art, our deliberate immer-
sions in virtual worlds. Through them we sense what it would be like to be
another kind of person with other kinds of values. We rehearse new feelings and
sensitivities. Imagine other ways of thinking about our world and its future. We
use art to model new worlds so that we can see how we might feel about them.

(Eno, 2022, p. 4)

While many art forms create fictionalized worlds, some appear to have worldmak-
ing as a goal — meaning, their practices, or aesthetic strategies, are a means to
that end (DiGiovanna, 2007). The chapters in Part Two exemplify the latter, in the
sense that they endeavor to create a transitional space in which people can engage
in processes of resurrection, reorientation, reflection, and rebalancing vis-a-vis the
worlds in which they find themselves, so that they might collectively experience
and imagine “the worlds that could be” (Sarasvathy, 2012).

An Overview of Part Two

Andrea Assaf (Chapter 5) uses a range of community-based arts practices, charac-
terized as “revolutionary aesthetics,” to decenter professionalism and democratize
the creative process in her chapter Co-Creating Democracy: Aesthetics in Action.
Methodologies for collective surfacing, witnessing, and multi-perspective process-
ing of (sometimes traumatic) experiences include: Story Circles (as designed and
deployed by playwright and civil rights activist John O’Neal); Collective Poetry
(from the poet, cultural organizer, and former Executive Director of Alternate
ROOTS Alice Lovelace); Collective Dramaturgy (ordering and shaping “raw
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material — writings, poetry, dances, songs, stories, images, etc.” — into work for an
audience); and movement-based theater and dance techniques that result in active
co-creation of an artwork (e.g., Liz Lerman’s “Blind Lead” that involves step-wise
group improvisations that result in the creation of “a self-animated human sculp-
ture garden”). Through the iterative use of these and other practices, participants
identify a shared vision and then enact that vision in a performance. About this
experience, Assaf writes:

From the moment of forming a circle around a shared vision, to building and
enacting that vision on a stage or public platform, artists have the opportunity
to create a microcosm in which to rehearse the world we want to live in — the
opportunity to create a “show” that embodies and communicates: This is what
democracy looks like.

(Chapter 5, p. 95)

In Heather McLean’s “Braiding Comedy in Precarious Times: The Possibilities
and Pitfalls of Research Creation in the Settler Colonial University” (Chapter 6),
comedic performance is used to advance suppressed Indigenous perspectives on
the “absurdities and violence of growing housing and climate crises” in the Cana-
dian city of Kamloops. Through the making and presenting of webinars — led by
comedic alter-ego characters (developed by the performers) who engage in a range
of absurd, and sometimes distasteful actions (e.g., those evoking slime or feces) —
the project A Buzz in Your Hub uses satire to to expose “states of contradiction”
brought on when Indigenous artists are hired by colonial cultural institutions that
do business with developers, whose projects ultimately displace and traumatize
communities in which Indigenous artists live and work. Ultimately the project fos-
ters a “relational ethics” as it seeks to “braid” Indigenous and settler perspectives
(Jimmy et al., 2019) on a more general housing crisis in Kamloops.

Finally, in “Mediating Provisional Communities: The Production and Manage-
ment of Collaborative Arts Projects” (Chapter 7), Rui Gongalves Cepeda produces
participatory durational artworks experienced in “ambiguous space” — dislocated
from traditional cultural districts to “arteries” in the city where “everyday life
happens” — thereby engaging participants as members of the populace rather than
as members of an audience. By inviting participants to physically inhabit, walk
over, and eventually erase a chalk figure of a bullfighter and bull, The Collabora-
tive Art Project (CAP), No Veo Nada encourages citizens to confront and express
their (divergent) sentiments on a controversial killing of a live animal in a public
spectacle, as well as the government policy that enabled it. In this project the
artist functions as mediator, and the aesthetic approach is one of conciliation.
Participants are collectively afforded an opportunity to physically express their
sentiments by choosing whether and how to transform controversy-cum-artwork.
They are thereby given an opportunity to rehearse citizenship and a process for
collectively making a world that can support and enable an inclusive culture of
democracy.



82 Diane Ragsdale/and Shannon'Litzenberger

Conclusion

Entrepreneurship scholar Saras Sarasvathy (2012), best known for her theory of
effectuation, has posited worldmaking as an affordance of the entreprencurial
method and an important tool for times of uncertainty, writing:

The moment we embrace the notion of worldmaking, we cede the notion of
inevitability. We are no longer satisfied with the pursuit of understanding the
world as it is or even arguing about the world as it should be. Instead, we also
have to grapple with plurality, contingency, and possibility of the worlds that
could be, the worlds we can make as well as the world we find ourselves in.
Since we no longer seek to understand what wil/ happen, we have to be ready
to explore all the different things that can happen. And all the things that could
have happened but did not.

(p. 11, emphasis in original)

Within artistic realms, worldmaking is both method and affordance. The aesthetic
strategies chronicled by the authors in these chapters illuminate how creation pro-
cesses model ways of engaging relational, right-brain, embodied, participatory
knowledge systems. At the same time, such processes make possible the realization
of community-led worlds, where a diverse set of contributions come to constitute
novel, beautifully co-created outcomes.

Democracies, like community-engaged creative practices, are intended as an
act of collaborative co-creation (i.e., worldmaking). They invite the agency and
diverse contributions of many, sometimes divergent perspectives and actions to
contribute to the emergent whole. To do this, leaders, like many artists do through
their practices of co-creation, must facilitate processes capable of creating trust,
building productive ensembles, welcoming diverse perspectives, and devising
forms of collective dramaturgy (ways of making fair decisions together).

When we practice with others in ensemble, we are building relational capabili-
ties needed to create well fogether. Co-founder of the Center for Performance and
Civic Practice, Michael Rohd, describes “ensemble” as: “Specific. Alive in context.
Multitudinous. Present and Ready” (Rohd, n.d.). He says that ensemble-building
begins with community building, that is, making space for relationships, listening,
and asking difficult questions, thereby forming a commitment to care, justice, and
healing (Rohd, n.d.). It is a commitment to the ensemble-building process that
makes civic imagination and co-creation possible.

Co-creating in ensemble is a practice of relationality that we can rehearse. It
moves from individualism toward collectivism, away from the component parts
to the interactive properties that give rise to new, emergent possibilities. When we
improvise in conditions of plurality, we create a collective field (a world) that is
rehearsing ways of working well together across differences. We are prefiguring
functioning democracies.
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CO-CREATING DEMOCRACY

Aesthetics in Action

Andrea Assaf

What Democracy Looks Like

Since I began performing in street protests as a young artist — particularly in the
anti-globalization (read, anti-corporate globalization) protests of the late 1990s —
a recurring refrain from protesters, often accompanied by drums or music, has
been: This is what democracy looks like! “This” refers to the assembly of protest-
ers themselves: diverse, pluralist, activated, sometimes messy and contradictory,
vocal, embodied, defiant, and driven by “the people,” the community of partici-
pants (or multiple communities, as it has often been in the era of decentralization;
more on that in this chapter).

My early years in street theater protesting the global march of capitalism left an
indelible mark on my consciousness, creative practice, and aesthetics. I protested
with the Radical Rockettes and later apprenticed at Liz Lerman Dance Exchange,
joined Alternate ROOTS, and became a program associate in the early years of
Animating Democracy, a program of Americans for the Arts, initially funded by the
Ford Foundation. Through these experiences, I developed my aesthetics as an artis-
tic director. These influences all began to amalgamate into my own ethos, values
system, and practices of arts-based activism, cultural organizing, and democratiza-
tion of artistic process.

The power and responsibility of a theater or performing artist, or a producer of
performance, is precisely that we have access to a microphone. Amplification is
power. Choosing who and what we amplify is a response-ability (Goldbard, as cited
in Cohen-Cruz, 2010). As artists, performers, and cultural producers, we have the
power to democratize public discourse by shifting who has voice in the public sphere.

In this chapter, I reflect on different practices I employ to amplify commu-
nity voices, and various ways of understanding democracy in creative practice.
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Community co-creation offers a structure of democratic inclusion and builds rela-
tionships in the service of progressive social change. By telling their own stories
on stage and online, and by participating in civic dialogue, community participants
increase their voice in the public sphere, their access to democracy, and their capac-
ity to be agents of change.

Centering

The problem of democracy is that majority rule often results in the suppression
of the minority. When a vote is taken, and the majority wins, what happens to the
minority? The so-called minority might be based on an opinion, belief, or even
identity. In a society plagued by systemic racism, classism, sexism, and heterosex-
ism — even white supremacy and Christian supremacy — systems of oppression
both shape majority rule and enforce it. The history of colonialism on the land
now called the United States of America created a white, or European-descended,
majority through the active and intentional genocide of this land’s First Peoples.
The Doctrine of Discovery, a series of 15th-century decrees by the Catholic Pope,
granted moral license to European colonizers by declaring that lands could be con-
sidered empty if the inhabitants were not Christian, because non-Christians were
not considered human according to the Church. The institution of slavery in the
United States specifically ensured that even in places where Euro-Americans were
the demographic minority, they held minority-rule power by stripping African
Americans of citizenship in the new nation, even of personhood. And they called it
“democracy.” For hundreds of years.

I am a student of Ngugi wa Thiong’o, Kenyan playwright, novelist, and theorist,
who was detained and exiled from Kenya for his community-based, anti-imperialist
theater work. I went to NYU Performance Studies in 1999-2000 because he was
there. His work and writings that influenced me include Decolonizing the Mind,
Penpoints, Gunpoints, and Dreams; and Moving the Centre: The Struggle for Cul-
tural Freedoms. The latter argues that in all our education, in every land the British
colonized (as well as other European powers, but particularly the British in the
case of Kenya and the United States), British and European history, philosophy,
worldview, and aesthetics were treated as the center and summit of human events,
knowledge, and expression. In the United States, the actions, writings, and art of
Euro-American men (predominantly) were selectively added to the concept of
“greatness,” and therefore were also centered in public education. We all internal-
ized this from childhood. As a result, the majority, regardless of race or identity,
perpetuates systems of supremacy when reaching positions of access or power.
Moving the Centre suggests that the process of decolonizing is not only a matter
of changing laws and policies, but of shifting who is cenfered in the public sphere,
and in our own consciousness — whose communities and voices matter in decision-
making, who we see on stage and on screen, whose writings we read and study,
whose aesthetics and modes of expression we value. It’s a matter of understanding
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and achieving cultural freedom, as well as political liberation. For artists and pro-
ducers of culture, a step toward this is moving the center: shifting away from Euro-
centrism, to center the values and aesthetic expressions of those who have been
colonized, oppressed, or excluded from the public sphere for centuries.

As a queer, third-generation, Arab American artist working in contemporary per-
formance, my work exists on the fringes of culture in my own country, the United
States. I live in the margins, and I am committed to the marginalized. In my own
work, since 9/11 and the wars that followed in Iraq and Afghanistan, I have endeav-
ored to center Southwest and Central Asian, North, and East African artists and
communities — those who have been most targeted by the so-called Global War on
Terror, and by the Islamophobic and anti-Arab backlash of the first two decades of
the 21st century. Using practices detailed in the “Methodologies” section later in
this chapter, I have engaged communities and artists around the country in story-
sharing and theater co-creation, in order to shift whose voice is centered in our
commemoration and collective understanding of the post-9/11 era.

In 2019, I launched a socially engaged series of new performance works titled
Eleven Reflections on the Nation, exploring Southwest/Central Asian and North
African (SWANA) and Muslim American experiences in the 21st century, with
communities across the United States. In its first iteration, in San Antonio, collabo-
rating participants and contributors ranged from nationally acclaimed Palestinian
American poet Naomi Shihab Nye and San Antonio’s Poet Laureate (2020-2023)
Andrea “Vocab” Sanderson; to Gulf War veteran turned professional Flamenco
dancer, Tamara Adira, and Mexican American theater-maker and activist Anna De
Luna; to an Iraqi musician and songwriter who had a ten-year professional career
in Turkey before moving to Texas, where he hadn’t been on stage since, Sarmad
Mahmood; to Moroccan American emerging theater artist Kauthar Harrak-Sharif
and her brother Ahmed; and other community members who had never performed
in a theater before, such as Egyptian community organizer Lilly Guindy (who spent
three years as a volunteer medic in Tahrir Square during the revolution), Afghani
American medical student and poet Najwa Faiz, and more. After, Guindy (2021)
expressed what the process achieved:

This experience is going to change the way I see myself for the rest of my
life . . . This is opening the door for a minority group like the Arab Americans of
San Antonio. And for those from the community who are not Arab Americans,
hearing all these stories is creating a kind of empathy towards peoples’ journey
in life . . . Because it’s so artistic, it’s very far from what we hear on the news . . .
That’s something that San Antonio can move forward from — with more art,
more storytelling, and more healing.

Every performance in the series is followed by a public dialogue, with partici-
pants, artists, and audience — putting SWANA communities at the center of an art-
based civic dialogue on US policy. When centering voices and perspectives that
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FIGURE 5.1 Eleven Reflections: San Antonio cast members in a post-performance dia-
logue, on the Jo Long stage, at The Carver Community Cultural Center.
From left to right: Sarmad Mahmood, Housam Harriri, Ethan Wickman,
Anna De Luna, Andrea Assaf, Ahmed Harrak-Sharif, Kauthar Harrak-
Sharif, Najwa Faiz, Lilly Guindy, Orlan “T-Bow” Gonzales, Lubana Al
Quntar, Akram Shehata. Photo by Gabi Vigueira, San Antonio, 2021.

are usually marginalized, both in the arts field as well as in our democracy at large,
aesthetic sophistication and local relevance work together to create the conditions
for transformational dialogue — dismantling stereotypes, developing empathy, and
building new solidarities.

Decentering

The problem of “centering” is that it still creates margins. Who is pushed to the
margins may look different — or not. When groups of historically marginalized peo-
ple try to work together, vying for center (out of a deep need to finally be seen and
heard), it can create divisions — despite the intention of coming together to build
solidarity and collective power. We see this in the history of movements: the Civil
Rights Movement re-inscribing patriarchy and drawing critique from the Feminist
Movement, while the Feminist Movement struggled with internalized racism, and
both movements excluded queer and especially trans-identified folks. Centering
one area of oppression to combat, at the expense of other forms of liberation, seeds
division. Even if there is agreement on decentering white/European, cisgender,
land-owning, or upper-class men from their centuries of power and domination,
who gets the center when they are removed from it? How do we avoid falling into
the painful pit of “Oppression Olympics,” arguing over whose identity group is
more historically oppressed and therefore most deserving of the center?
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For example, in 2022, I was invited to be part of forming a professional net-
work of queer-identified artists and presenters. In the early stages of identifying
shared values, a familiar tension arose. A young person proposed “centering” Black
Trans Women, from the honest belief that they are the most targeted, at-risk, or
disempowered identity group in our complex, intentionally diverse set of intersect-
ing communities, and therefore should be centered in our process as a liberatory
practice. But then, a middle-aged lesbian of color spoke up, expressing that all
through the Gay Rights Movement, lesbians have been historically marginalized,
despite generations of radical leadership; she expressed that she was uncomfort-
able with centering Black Trans Women, if that would again relegate cisgender
woman-identified lesbians to the margins. Though the group attempted to hold both
statements in their values list, it became apparent over the course of several meet-
ings that the tension was not resolved and was causing a fissure in the group. When
it came up again, the lesbian-identified co-leader further named the question at
the root of her discomfort: What was the group’s commitment to Feminism? The
absence of Feminism as a shared value and commitment was concerning. Through
further, sometimes contentious dialogue, the group surfaced another question:
What did we actually mean by “centering”? Did we all have the same understand-
ing of what it means to center an identity group? Is it possible to center one group
without marginalizing another? And if we do that, are we ethically okay with who
is left in the margins? Is there a way to share the center together? Or, what if there
is no center at all?

This is where the concept of decentralization, as a practice of direct democracy
and pluralism, becomes useful. Early 21st-century movements have sometimes
been criticized for not having strong (read, centralized) leadership. But as Yale
professor David Graeber (2002) wrote, “This is what the direct action movement is
ultimately about: reinventing democracy. Far from lacking an ideology, those new
forms of radically decentralized direct democracy are its ideology” (n.p., emphasis
from original).

Effective decentralization is extremely difficult to achieve. For historically privi-
leged “leaders,” it is very difficult to honestly let go of power, and genuinely move
out of the center, without manipulating it from the perimeter. For those of us with
historically marginalized identities, the desire to be centered often comes from a
deep well of personal and historical trauma; when our traumas are activated, we
don’t always lead with our best selves. Effective decentralization requires a rooted
analysis and conscious practice of equity — an embodied practice. And in order to
embody it, we must actively work to heal our traumas. We must rehearse what a
new way of being might look like — what democracy might actually feel like. As
the globally influential creator of Theatre of the Oppressed (and Brazilian elected
official), Augusto Boal, posited: theater is a rehearsal for life.

At the National Institute for Directing and Ensemble Creation,' Black, Indig-
enous, and diverse artists of color, women, and LGBTQ2S+ artists from across the
United States and internationally gather in an intensive peer-exchange to develop
curriculum, cross-train, articulate culturally specific aesthetics, and develop shared
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FIGURE 5.2 Participants in the National Institute for Directing & Ensemble Creation
pilot, co-organized by Art2Action and Pangea World Theater. The group
sits in a circle at Intermedia Arts, while Native American artists offer a
song, with Sharon Day, (Ojibwe) Executive Director of Indigenous Peoples
Task Force, leading in the center. Photo by Luminous Concepts, 2012.

practices. Tensions often arise in convenings this diverse — around indigeneity and
understanding cultural protocols, around gender and appropriate use of pronouns
(when some languages don’t have gendered pronouns at all), and from not under-
standing each other’s specific histories of oppression and resistance. We address
these challenges by establishing community agreements with every new group; by
integrating intentional trainings in anti-racism and indigeneity into the exchange-
based curriculum; by carefully utilizing diverse co-facilitation when conflicts do
arise; and by engaging elders in our field as witnesses to our work, who can reflect
back on what they see emerging as the group dynamic evolves.

Margo Kane, an extraordinary Indigenous (Cree-Saulteaux) performing artist,
Founder and Artistic Managing Director of Full Circle: First Nations Performance
based in Vancouver, Canada, has been a valued participant in the Institute since
2012. In the first pilot Institute, she generously shared this wisdom, which has
become a guiding principle:

There’s a teaching that’s come to me that talks about the Sacred Tree that stands
at the center of the Medicine Wheel. . . . What our intention is — what we’ve just
discussed — is what that metaphor is for me: every point on that circle, every per-
son, has a perspective that’s different from the next one. We see the Sacred Tree
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at the center of the circle differently, because we’re sitting in a different posi-
tion around [it]. You can’t describe that tree in the middle without having every
perspective. So, every point is valid, every perspective is needed, to describe the
Sacred Tree that stands at the center of the Medicine Wheel.

(Kane, 2012)

For me, this image gets at the heart of what decentralized leadership is. What stands
in the center is not an identity, it’s a vision. When the group forms a circle around
a shared vision — even if there are different perspectives, and understandings of the
vision vary — the collective energy is focused on something greater than any one
identity. Then the circle becomes a Medicine Wheel, a source of healing. And the
tree grows — the seed, the vision, comes to fruition.

I learned this, also, from the great John O’Neal, playwright, theater-maker and
civil rights activist, co-founder of the Free Southern Theatre and later Junebug
Productions. In 2003, a group of cultural workers and creative instigators met in
New York City to plan for a grassroots convening in New Orleans that we were
co-organizing, called the National Convergence of Artists, Educators, and Organ-
izers. Caron Atlas, founder of the Art & Democracy Project, suggested we meet at
my very tiny studio apartment because it was centrally located. And there I was,
a young activist and emerging artist, literally sitting at the feet of John O’Neal
(because I didn’t have enough chairs). I remember distinctly John sharing this
lesson: people don’t build community by talking about it, they build community
by doing something together — by committing to a shared vision, creating it, and
experiencing a sense of accomplishment together. This is precisely what theater
does, and what organizing around an issue or action does: we create lasting bonds
when we work together toward a shared goal. It’s not the outcome — whether the
show or action is successful or not, whether we celebrate or grieve at the end —
it’s the practice of community co-creation that enacts lasting change. We hope
the show will be applauded, we hope the policy will pass, but whether or not
the group experiences setbacks, the quality of community and civic engagement
shifts forever through the process of collaboration. It is the leader’s job, as facili-
tator and co-creator, to design the conditions and process for the collaboration
experience to be successful. That shared experience of doing and building then
becomes the ground on which all future actions are built, in which all future pos-
sibilities are planted. Our job as leaders is to nurture fertile ground, and to build
strong foundations.

Democracy as Creative Process

Even though we seldom see it in practice, the possibility of real democracy lin-

gers in collective memory and imagination. Like a muscle that has atrophied

from disuse, it can be restored through exercise, even on the smallest scale.
(Goldbard, 2004)
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After 9/11, I lost my faith in democracy. In 2001, an African American woman,
Representative Barbara Lee, was the only member of Congress to vote against war
in the immediate aftermath, pleading on the House floor, “Let us not become the
evil that we deplore.” I was certain that if the US population had been allowed to
vote, the majority would have chosen to wage war, not only on Afghanistan and
Iraq, but on all Arab and Muslim people. This was also several years before mar-
riage equality for LGBTQ2S+ people became legal in the United States, and I was
convinced that if the electorate had been offered a vote on the subject, I would have
been stripped of all rights as a queer person. I remember having this conversation
with Tufara Waller Muhammad (multidisciplinary artist, political strategist, popu-
lar educator, and cultural organizer who was working at the Highlander Center at
the time), during a training she was facilitating. I shared my feeling with Tufara,
who is African American and Muslim, that if majority rule is the primary tenet
of democracy, then I would surely lose, and would forever face oppression as a
young, queer, Arab American. But Tufara’s answer surprised me. She said to me,
“That’s because people don’t really understand democracy.”

What I learned from Tufara is that democracy is not a result, it’s a process. It’s
not the outcome of a vote, but the popular education, dialogic process, and public
discourse that leads to the vote — or collective decision, which might actually be
better served by consensus-building rather than voting. Democracy is a way of
being in community, a way of organizing and leading collectively. It’s a way of
centering and decentering at the same time. Both are necessary to create progres-
sive change, to create a more just society and global geo-politic. To do this, it is
critical to move away from Eurocentrism, white/male/Christian/hetero supremacy,
to listen to and support the leadership of those who have been most oppressed
historically. And here is the challenge, especially for those of us who have been
most marginalized: while we do so, we must also collectively, in solidarity with
each other, hold something greater than ourselves in the center — a shared vision of
justice, peace, equity, liberation — and a commitment to making that vision a lived
reality for all.

One of my many mentors, choreographer Celeste Miller, says, “Art may not
change the world. But it can change how we live in the world.” Through our artistic
practices, artists can change how people experience belonging, voice, democratic
process, and collective action. In the process of co-creating theater with communi-
ties, it is possible to generate experiences of self-actualization, empowerment, and
democracy in action. We can rehearse that experience, until it becomes a way of
life — a way of being in the world.

Methodologies: Ways of Rehearsing Democracy

I use a number of interdisciplinary methodologies in my community-based work.
A core practice in my co-creation work is Story Circles, as taught to me by John
O’Neal, and those he worked with and influenced, including Linda Parris-Bailey
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(former Executive Artistic Director of The Carpetbag Theatre, playwright and
founder of Parris-Bailey Arts), cultural organizer and song leader Wendi O’Neal,
and members of Alternate ROOTS. Story Circles is a very simple but deeply
impactful methodology that draws from Black and Indigenous traditions of sto-
rytelling, lightly codified by a set of guidelines and agreements introduced by the
facilitator. This practice establishes the democratic structure, and importance, of
the circle: every voice is equal in a circle. Everyone gets equal time to speak. It is
timed, generally three minutes per person, although length is variable as the con-
text demands. Everyone who speaks is asked to tell a story — a true, lived, personal
experience. Some facilitators introduce a theme or prompt for the stories, based on
the goals of the organizing or creative project; some facilitators use the Story Circle
to discover themes or issues that are most resonant and relevant to the group.

Linda Parris-Bailey is a master of story prompts. The art of the prompt is key
to determining the direction and depth of the storytelling. Linda crafts prompts
that offer participants options in how deep they want to go, but also suggests an
empowering or liberatory direction. For example, instead of asking a group to tell a
story about a traumatic event in their lives,? she might ask them to tell a story about
a time they survived or triumphed, and who or what gave them the strength to do
so. By prompting a story about overcoming adversity, she opens the possibility and
gives participants agency in the choice of exploring adversity, without demanding
a focus on it; instead, the focus of the story becomes resilience, articulating one’s
own path to survival or success. After everyone in the circle has shared a story,
the facilitator may guide the process into dialogue and creative generation — in the
form of theater scenes, creative writing, movement, song creation, digital storytell-
ing, or in whichever discipline the group is working.

Another democratizing creative structure I often use, both in standalone work-
shops and in devising a full production, is Collective Poetry. Many poets and Spo-
ken Word artists use a variety of methods to create group poems, but I learned this
practice first from poet and cultural organizer Alice Lovelace — former Executive
Director of Alternate ROOTS, National Lead Organizer of the US Social Forum,?
publisher of /n Motion magazine, and much more. First, I prompt participants to
write individual poems, which may evolve from Story Circles or other prompts.
I invite everyone to share, either their whole poem, or a few lines or a phrase, in
small groups or with the full group (depending on time, and the size of the group).
I encourage listeners to share back what they heard that resonates with them per-
sonally, influenced by the first step of Liz Lerman’s Critical Response Process
(Lerman & Borstel, 2008), or perhaps what resonates with the themes or issues
the group has been exploring. Then I ask permission to edit their poems together.
Asking permission is very important: contributing to the collective process must
always be an invitation, a consensual process. Every participant has the right to
keep their work to themselves, if they prefer, and confidentiality must always be
respected. Those who would like to contribute to a collective work turn in their
writings, and the next time I see the group, I return with an edited piece that weaves
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all voices together, and perform it for them, or direct the group in creating an
ensemble performance of the poem. From many individual poems, many disparate
stories, emerges one Collective Poem — with all its contradictions, interconnec-
tions, and shared visions. If there are singers or musicians in the group, some of the
poetry may also be turned into songs, or set to music.

Embodiment is very important to me as a performing artist — as important as
storytelling, writing, or poetry. For without the body, neither the whole truth nor
the whole self is expressed. Healing cannot take place without engaging the body.
Muscles and cells store memory, and trauma, that must be released. Countless
examples of this are detailed eloquently and powerfully in the book 7he Body
Keeps the Score: Brain, Mind, and Body in the Healing of Trauma by Bessel Van
der Kolk (2014). Movement-based theater and dance methodologies are key to
releasing blocked energy, giving participants nonverbal ways to express themselves
(especially when they’re not ready to speak or write the most difficult stories), and
in building ensemble connection. Leading-following exercises, for example, can
develop in the group the experiential knowledge that in a vibrant, thriving, creative
democratic community, everyone is a leader, and everyone must sometimes follow
for the benefit of the whole; there are times to lead, and times to allow oneself to
be led. There are times to speak, and times to listen. Everyone has equal right to
speak and lead, and no one must dominate to the detriment of the group dynamic.
Everyone’s voice is equally important and valuable — and when it’s time to act,
everyone must take action together.

These are just a few of the methodologies I use to democratize the creative pro-
cess, and to shift from the “I” of material generation (personal stories, individual
writings, movement phrases, etc.), to the “we” of ensemble performance or of com-
munity building. In the course of one project, I may use all of these practices and
more; or I may decide to focus on a specific practice, based on the ability and inter-
est of the group, and go as deep as possible in that direction. Let me be clear that a
democratic, participatory process does not mean that there’s no leadership. Just that
leading may sometimes mean following, guiding, getting out of the way, or listen-
ing more deeply, or asking the group’s permission to make the final decision. If the
leader has honored the group and the process up to that point, the ensemble will
almost always say yes. Trust must be built and earned; and when it is, as in every
great movement for democracy, the leader emerges from the will of the people, is
endowed and entrusted with the responsibility of leadership, and does so in service
to the collective.

Aesthetics: Directing and Democracy in Co-Creation

As directors, or producers of culture, we find something else that happens after all
that democratic, creative process: staging an event that an audience attends. This is
where aesthetics become important, in the moment of amplification. As a director,
I understand that if the community co-created work is not embodied, staged, and
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FIGURE 5.3 Andrea Assaf directing Kinding Sindaw in Parang Sabil: The Ballad of the
Kris at Amherst College, in New WORLD Theater’s Summer Play Lab.
Photo by Ed Cohen, 2007.

performed with a commitment to aesthetic excellence, the audience might receive a
vision of democracy that is disorganized, disheveled, at best uninspiring, or at worst
intolerable. As Toni Cade Bombara (1983) writes, “the role of the artist is to make
the revolution irresistible.” That requires revolutionary aesthetics. If my commit-
ment to the aesthetics of community-based work is not as rigorous or visionary as
it is for my professional work, I will inadvertently undermine the intention of the
work itself — which is to uplift the value and importance of community voices in
the public sphere, and in democracy.

What bears examining, then, is which aesthetic values become important in
socially engaged, community co-created, or “arts for change” work.* Whose cul-
tural or aesthetic values are centered or included? How can everyone’s strengths be
amplified? A values-based practice I learned from Urban Bush Women’s Summer
Leadership Institute (SLI) is how to apply the community organizer’s practice of
asset mapping to the creative process. Just as organizers may use asset mapping as
a methodology for understanding and building from the strengths of a community,
directors or facilitators can use creative/cultural asset mapping as a starting point
for a devising process. Sometimes participants do not identify themselves as art-
ists, when in fact they may have a deep well of creative practice to draw from. For
example, if a community member has been performing for decades — perhaps as
B-Boy or street performer, or a drag performer in queer clubs, or a choral singer in
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their place of worship, or at Pow Wows or Indigenous ceremonies — then they may
indeed have exceptional technique or embodied knowledge of a creative or cultural
form, whether or not they embrace the term “artist.” The director or facilitator
should recognize and value that expertise, which may become a primary vocabu-
lary to work from, for an individual performer or for the group. When working
with Black, Indigenous, or people of color communities, this is a practice of both
decentering Euro-American definitions of “professionalism” (which are often tied
to capitalism, or money-generation), while recentering Indigenous, traditional,
or syncretic forms of cultural knowledge and expertise. Or subcultural, which is
equally important: queer culture is a global subculture, for example, that has its
own aesthetic systems. Also, military veterans are a very specific (and legally pro-
tected) subculture in the United States; they may not be familiar with theater culture
or certain dance forms, but they have a tremendously rigorous training in a physical
vocabulary, as well as a deep respect for discipline and teamwork, which can pro-
vide a strong structure from which to build a collective creative work. The artistic
direction, then, becomes a process of identifying where excellence lies, valuing the
inherent forms of excellence in the group, and then creating from those values and
vocabularies — while also developing new skills, to discover the unique aesthetic
specific to that group or project. As adrienne marie brown, author of Emergent
Strategy (2017), asks: what is the conversation that only this group can have? Or
in artistic terms, what is the aesthetic that only this specific group of people, this
ensemble, can embody and create?

If the job of the performer is to tell their story well, whether in a verbal or
embodied form (or both), then the director’s job is to frame the story beautifully
and powerfully. What is the visual or sonic world this story is immersed in, or
emerges from? How can the final choices of the director elevate the work as a
whole? I have been very influenced by Dora Arreola,’ Artistic Director of Mujeres
en Ritual Danza-Teatro, based in Mexico, in the notion of “elevating” a perfor-
mance through aesthetic choices — an understanding she developed from working
with Jerzy Grotowski. Rather than an answer, it’s a question that a director must
always ask. The director’s job, ultimately, is to create the world that the performers
live in. The aesthetics of that world impact how the stories are witnessed, heard,
and received by the public. In a devised work, the director decides — ideally in col-
laboration with the co-creating ensemble of artists and community members — what
kind of world it will be. Will this world model democracy, by example, or warn us
of an antidemocratic dystopia? Will it uncover an ugly truth, and if so, will it offer
hope for the future? Will it, ultimately, provide a vision of another world that’s pos-
sible — a world that the community and artists want to co-create?

From the moment of forming a circle around a shared vision, to building and
enacting that vision on a stage or public platform, artists have the opportunity to
create a microcosm in which to rehearse the world we want to live in — the opportu-
nity to create a “show” that embodies and communicates: This is what democracy
looks like.
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Notes

1 A joint program of Art2Action and Pangea World Theater, the National Institute for
Directing & Ensemble Creation was launched in 2012 and has convened over ten inten-
sive exchanges to date, from 4 to 14 days long, in Minnesota; the program is ongoing,
and a book titled The Fire in the Center: Directors on Directing & Ensemble Creation is
forthcoming from Routledge.

2 In the 2016-2018 pilot study on Art2Action’s Veteran Arts Program, the VA research
team recommended strongly that prompts should never directly ask participants to share
a trauma; further, when working with a community that is known to have high levels
of post-traumatic stress — such as veterans, refugees, and survivors of torture or sexual
violence — the VA strongly recommends having a therapist, social worker, or trained peer
leader present or available to support any participants who may need assistance beyond
what the artistic process can provide.

3 The US Social Forum is a series of gatherings in the United States, which grew out of
the World Social Forum process, bringing together activists, organizers, working people,
and more, toward an intersectional movement for social justice. Alice Lovelace was the
National Lead Organizer 2006—10.

4 The “Aesthetic Perspectives” framework developed by Animating Democracy is a tool
for examining this for yourself, and how you might apply it to your own work, or work
to be evaluated, through a series of guiding questions (https://animatingdemocracy.org/
aesthetic-perspectives).

5 Dora Arreola is the founding Artistic Director of Mujeres en Ritual Danza-Teatro, based
in Tijuana, Mexico, since 1999. Her background includes training with Jerzy Grotowski,
in the Objective Drama and Theatre as a Vehicle phases, 1987-1989, at the Workcenter in
Pontedera, Italy. An accomplished international director, she has taught at the University
of South Florida (USF) School of Theatre and Dance since 2010.
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BRAIDING COMEDY IN
PRECARIOUS TIMES

The Possibilities and Pitfalls of Research
Creation in the Settler Colonial University

Heather McLean

Iam a cisgendered queer white woman of Scottish, English, and Irish ancestry writ-
ing this chapter from Tk’emlups te Secwépemec, a city colonially named Kamloops,
British Columbia. As a feminist urban studies researcher, teacher, and comedic
performer, I engage in arts-based and praxis-oriented research to analyze mutual
aid, gentrification, and climate crises.

In this chapter I reflect on the possibilities of comedic arts-based research for fos-
tering the principles and practices of a more inclusive democracy. After providing a
brief overview of the strengths and limitations of creative research methods, I tell a
story about how my alter-ego character Toby Sharp, a self-appointed world leader in
creativity and innovation, ended up in a satirical professional development webinar
performance titled A Buzz in Your Hub with two Indigenous alter ego characters:
Donnie Dreamcatcher, performed by Secwepemc and Nlaka’pamux artist and musi-
cian Chris Bose (Bose, 2020); and Skus Akwesin, performed by Mi’kmaq artist and
musician Nakuset Gould. I describe how this project provided pathways for sharing
stories about the contradictions of working for arts institutions and universities that
receive funding from resource industries and real estate stakeholders accelerating the
displacement and trauma of the communities we work with. Referring to Towards
Braiding (2019) by Cree curator Elwood Jimmy, education scholar of Brazilian
descent Vanessa Andreotti, and white settler education scholar Sharon Stein, I also
reflect on the struggles and successes of this Indigenous and settler arts-based col-
laboration for responding to and addressing housing and climate crises in Kamloops.

Arts-Based Research in the Settler Colonial Neoliberal University

Increasingly, geographers and urban studies researchers are fostering more inclu-
sive democratic values within universities and the communities they are connected
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with by practicing arts-based research. By co-creating walking tours, graphic
novels, and plays, researchers are investigating the impacts of climate crises,
gentrification, the policing of urban space, more-than-human relations, and more
(Vasudevan & Kearney, 2015; McLean, 2016; Johnston & Pratt, 2019). Such rela-
tional and collaborative methods can disrupt dominant pedagogical and research
practices that separate researchers and researched communities, and theory from
practice (Nagar, 2014). With poetic and aesthetic practices, researchers are also
mobilizing communities in the co-creation of alternatives to oppressive systems
and structures and fostering solidarities across differences. As Audre Lorde wrote,

poetry is not a luxury. It is a vital necessity of our existence. It forms the quality
of the light within which we predicate our hopes and dreams toward survival
and change, first made into language, then into idea, then into more tangible
action.

(Lorde, 1977, p. 3)

Feminist and queer performance theorists and artists also add depth and vital-
ity to our understanding of the possibilities of arts-based methods for practicing
democracy across diverse communities. Theorist and performance artist T. L.
Cowan (2017) writes of cabaret as a method for starting where you are, working
with what is available to you, and “hacking the worlds we want to live and see.” In
a similar vein, La Pocha Nostra values performance as an anticolonial method and
methodology of world building to respond to the absurd violence of capitalism and
colonialism (La Pocha Nostra, 2020). With dance, ritual, and improvisational per-
formance, La Pocha offers strategies for creating from the glitches and breakdowns
of everyday life within capitalism and practicing radical tenderness.

At the same time, feminist, Indigenous, Black, and people of color, critical dis-
ability, and 2SLGBTQI+ scholars have raised critical and reflexive questions about
the tensions and contradictions of creative methods within neoliberal and colonial-
ist universities and institutions. Political theorist Wendy Brown describes neolib-
eralism as a “peculiar form of reason that configures all aspects of existence in
economic terms” (Brown, 2015, p. 17). Brown traces how neoliberal practices have
undermined public educational and artistic institutions over the past few decades.
As universities bear the brunt of public funding cuts, administrators have favored
research and arts practices that align with “best practices” mirroring corporate
values. Critical researchers working within this context experience cognitive dis-
sonance as universities celebrate community-engaged research and creative prac-
tices but also promote knowledge, thought, and training that contributes to capital
enhancement (Brown, 2015).

As white cisgendered researchers like me engage in arts-based practices, we find
ourselves complicit in all kinds of contradictions. As we engage communities, we
can accrue institutional and social currency as benevolent at the expense of racial-
ized underrepresented and precarious artists, activists and community workers, as
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well as disproportionately racialized and gendered adjunct faculty collaborators.
Critics also challenge researchers to consider the imbalances reproduced within the
competitive neoliberal university when researchers render collectively produced
work into sole-authored articles or chapters (McLean & de Leeuw, 2020).

In Towards Braiding, Jimmy et al. (2019) add greater nuance to our understand-
ing of the role of arts-based research for building practices of democracy within
neoliberal and settler colonialist environments. Specifically, this book offers strate-
gies for “braiding” arts practice across Indigenous and non-Indigenous settler com-
munities. By braiding, they mean developing and practicing strategies to unsettle
colonial research and art practices with “relational ethics, reciprocity, (self) com-
passion, care, humility, honesty, humor, and hyper reflexivity” (Jimmy et al., 2019).
They also discuss how, for non-Indigenous white settlers, there is no escaping our
complicity in settler colonial structures designed to benefit us. Therefore, braid-
ing work will always be flawed and will risk reproducing uneven power dynam-
ics. At the same time, because both Indigenous and settler communities are bound
together as we face unprecedented climate challenges, we have no choice but to
start where we are, fail forward, keep learning from failures, and strive towards
creating wiser democratic practices together.

A Buzz in Your Hub: Origin Story

Before I reflect on our attempts to braid comedy in Kamloops, I provide the origin
story of A Buzz in Your Hub. My alter ego Toby Sharp emerged from my doctoral
research on the impacts of neoliberal policies on the arts and urban planning in
Toronto. Before I embarked on my PhD, I had worked as an affordable housing
planner in Toronto for five years. Around this time, Creative City policies were tak-
ing off, and there were endless consultancy and think tank-led workshops on how to
make cities more creative, innovative, and competitive (McLean, 2016). As private
sector consultants and creativity experts led these workshops, they often overlooked
the creative residents and organizations whose aesthetic practices did not fit within
this neoliberal policy script that was accelerating gentrification across the city.

At that time, I was also engaged in a range of DIY and feminist arts projects in
Toronto, including improv comedy, clown, cabarets, and performance art collec-
tives. As intersectional feminist artists, we grappled with our complicities within
colonial and neoliberal policy regimes. On one hand, think tanks, arts funders,
developers, and planners valued our practices for cultivating neighborhood-scale
cultural capital and attracting investors. At the same time, echoing Winifred Cur-
ran’s (2018) writing on gender and gentrification, the queer and feminist collective
spaces I worked with were also co-creating collective and politicized alternatives
to neoliberal approaches to the arts. During this time, I was deeply inspired by
queer feminist performance theorist and activist Alex Tigchelaar’s work with Dirty
Plotz, a cabaret collective that explored the historic and ongoing missing women,
2Spirit, trans and nonbinary people in the arts (Buddies in Bad Times, 2013). With
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the enthusiastic care and support of Alex and the feminist artists working with
Dirty Plotz, I gave birth to “Toby Sharp: the Tool for Urban Change,” to perform
in this cabaret.

When my post-doctoral position in Glasgow ended and I found myself back
on the precarious academic job market, I moved back to unceded Tk’emlups te
Secwépemc, a city colonially named Kamloops, where I grew up. Kamloops is a
small interior British Columbia city with a population of around 100,000. Like all
urban centers across Turtle Island, Kamloops is the site of historic and ongoing
colonial violence. Mining, logging, ranching, and a large industrial train yard his-
torically supported the regional economy. In 2021, Tk’emlups te Secwépemc First
Nation uncovered 215 children buried in the grounds surrounding the Kamloops
Indian Residential School that was in operation from 1890 to 1969 (Tait, 2022).
Across so-called Canada, residential schools were part of church and state geno-
cidal practices to destroy Indigenous lifeworlds and to clear land for privatization
and capital accumulation. As a white settler writing these sentences, condensing
the story of these horrifying schools into a simplistic context section feels like an
act of violence. I recommend Secwepemc poet Garry Gottfriedson’s (2023) book
Bent Back Tongue for greater nuance and more Indigenous perspectives about liv-
ing with the legacy of residential schools in this territory.

Interconnected with settler colonialism and capitalist expansion, Kamloops is
also the site of waves of racialized diasporic workers who faced and continue to
face precarious work and unsafe labor conditions (CCPA, 2023). Currently, the city
is the site of a strong service industry, university, and a robust local arts scene. Like
cities across Turtle Island, the city is also a site of increasing gentrification which
is accelerating the houseless population. Over the past few years, people have fled
expensive housing costs in the greater Vancouver area four hours away in search of
affordable neighborhoods to buy homes as well as develop condominiums, brewer-
ies, and restaurants (Landry, 2021).

This growing housing crisis is compounded by an accelerating climate crisis in
Kamloops. Situated in a semi-arid desert, the city has been the site of record for-
est fires, including the summer of 2021 when 81 fires circled the city (Ravindran,
2021). Many of us remember packing up our cars and fleeing at the last minute as
enormous flames swept through nearby subdivisions (CFJC Today, 2021). A heat
dome enveloped the city in 48 degrees Celsius temperatures, the hottest recorded
temperature in the Northern Hemisphere. Then, a few months later, record rainfalls
landed on burnt forest floors covered in fire retardant, resulting in massive flooding
in nearby towns and villages. As Indigenous poets, scholars, Land defenders and
Water Protectors, including Tuscarora writer Alicia Elliot, write, the climate disas-
ters shaping Kamloops are not new; they signal the ongoing violence of colonial
capitalist enclosures, plunder, and violence towards earth that settler regimes have
practiced for hundreds of years (Elliott, 2020).

This combination of housing and climate crisis shaped the direction of my
research. In 2020, I connected with Chris Bose, a Secwepemc and Nlaka’pamux
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visual artist, poet, musician, and community worker who has worked with Thomp-
son Rivers University’s (TRU’s) Fine Arts Department and the Kamloops Art Gal-
lery for years. A vital member of the city’s small punk scene in the 1990s, Bose’s
visceral writing explores his life growing up in a family that survived the brutal
residential school system. He also writes of the impact of mining across the ter-
ritory and his life as an artist and single dad navigating the mountain city’s low-
density urban sprawl by transit.

Chris introduced me to his alter-ego character Donnie Dreamcatcher. Decked
out in an Adidas tracksuit with spray-painted gold dreamcatchers around his neck,
Donnie is an Indian leg wrestling coach, energy bar salesman, and property devel-
oper excited to build condominiums and strip malls and “pave over everything”
(interview with Chris Bose, personal communication, 2022). A keen entrepreneur,
Donnie aims to profit from the housing and climate crises into what he describes
as a “cris-a-tunity.” According to Chris, his surreal alter-ego character is a “Fort
Indian” who deals with his trauma by hanging around the fur fort, or the neoliberal
economy, hoping to cash in on colonialist systems and structures (interview with
Chris Bose, personal communication, 2022).

When the world went into COVID lockdown in 2021, my alter ego Toby joined
forces with Donnie Dreamcatcher in an informal performance-led arts research
project. Our alter-ego characters wandered Kamloops neighborhoods, including
roaming around on the beach that was the site of the Secwépemc Unity Camp
where Indigenous Water Protectors fought the drilling of the TMX pipeline to
carry Alberta tar sands sludge under Secwépemcetkwe, a river colonially named
Thompson River after a Welsh fur trader and cartographer. In defense of the
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FIGURE 6.1 Three characters from webinar performance A Buzz in Your Hub
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Canadian petro-capitalist state, Royal Mounted Police arrested the Water Protec-
tors, some of whom were Kamloops Indian Band residential school survivors
(Chandrakate, 2023).

Around this time, an assistant professor friend at the University of Northern Brit-
ish Columbia (UNBC) asked Chris Bose and me if we could prepare a performance
for an online conference on the arts and environmental studies (UNBC, 2020). We
then asked Nakuset Gould, a Mi’kmaq artist originally from the East Coast, who
creates critical and hilarious content about gentrification, sex workers’ rights, and
the violence of settler colonialism on Indigenous women, to join us (Gould, 2023).
Nakuset plays a drag king alter-ego character named Skus. In haphazard and hilari-
ous online improvisation workshops, our alter egos Donnie, Skus, and Toby co-
create a bizarre satirical professional development webinar for UNBC that offered
tips on how to plan small cities. After positive feedback from planning, geography,
and environmental studies students and professors, we decided to then co-create a
30-minute video titled A Buzz in Your Hub: Entrepreneurial Strategies for the Late
Capitalist Death Spiral for the Vancouver Fringe Festival with the coaching of
performance theorist and comedy director Moynan King and video artist and fine
arts scholar Dayna McLeod.

Lessons in Braiding

Critically reflecting on how 4 Buzz in Your Hub contributes to broader practices
of enriching democracy for this book, I turn to Jimmy et al. (2019) to consider
the possibilities and pitfalls of “braiding” art with Indigenous and settler artists.
In its unique way, our satirical webinar project braids some hopeful and crea-
tive strategies for amplifying underrepresented perspectives in the arts and plan-
ning, as well as responding to overlapping precarity, housing, and climate crises.
Through this work, we contribute to strengthening inclusive democratic practices
and principles.

To show how our satirical webinar enriches democracy in small ways, I start
with Donnie Dreamcatcher’s contributions to A Buzz in Your Hub. In the webi-
nar, Donnie introduces his Powder Keg Project, a micro-housing and food security
initiative featuring tiny homes made from porta-pottis — portable blue toilets that
we often see on construction sites and in festivals. As Donnie shares his surreal
toilet housing slides, he describes how, as an “Indigepreneur,” the current hous-
ing and climate crisis in Kamloops present “cris-a-tunities.” He also explains how
his Powder Keg porta-potti homes are the logical next step, the new frontier, in
affordable housing. Sharing images of young white men with beards drinking cap-
puccinos while riding blue toilets down the river as fires engulf the landscape, he
describes how these flexible micro-homes can easily turn into little lifesaving boats
to escape from climate emergencies. In his punchy used car salesman presentation
style, Donnie describes how anyone who purchases a Powder Keg home receives a
growler of beer and a $30 charcuterie board.
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Donnie’s surreal porta-potti project engages viewers in democratic practice
because it offers critical and creative Indigenous perspectives on the absurdities
and violence of growing housing and climate crises in Kamloops. When Nakuset,
Chris, and I discussed his housing initiative, Chris described how the blue mini-
toilet homes are a homage to housing insecurity in the city. In the past few years,
as housing costs have risen rapidly, and forest fires and floods have disrupted entire
neighborhoods, families, precarious young people, seniors, students, and low-
income residents across Kamloops and the surrounding region have had to live in
modular housing, recreation vehicles, and motels. Forest fires and floods across the
territory have particularly impacted Indigenous communities. Indeed, in 2020, the
village colonially named Lytton, British Columbia, home to the Nlaka’pamux First
Nation that Chris belongs to, was almost completely wiped out by fires.

Chris also described how the porta-potti project satirizes the serious housing
crisis that TRU’s growing international student population is experiencing. As
part of their corporate growth model, TRU currently generates enormous revenue
from international students from Africa, India, Vietnam, and China. Often these
students seek educational opportunities in Canada to flee the climate crisis in their
home countries. However, as this predominantly racialized student cohort arrives
in Kamloops, emergency modular housing resembling shipping containers in the
university parking lot are some of the few options available (Letterio, 2021).

As we created the webinar, Chris also described how the growlers of beer and
charcuterie boards that come with the porta-potti housing are his satirical reference
to increasingly exclusionary urban development and university research across
Kamloops. We discussed how, as TRU promotes creative community-engaged
research, social innovation, and the arts in disinvested neighborhoods, the uni-
versity also partners with property developers implementing carceral policing
strategies to control the city’s growing unhoused population. These community-
university stakeholders include an assemblage of trendy restaurant and brewery
owners and property developers complicit in reproducing settler colonialist gen-
trification dynamics. Indeed, a large percentage of the growing houseless popula-
tion in Kamloops are Indigenous survivors of the local residential school system
(Holliday, 2023).

Moreover, in the webinar, Donnie invites participants to invest in the Flush Fes-
tival, a jab at colonialist innovation, creativity, and property development scripts
that universities and public and private stakeholders reproduce. While images of
porta-pottis and charcuterie boards awkwardly float by as he speaks, Donnie excit-
edly describes how this two-day festival of innovation brings together pipeline
and mining companies, property developers, and artists to share ideas on micro-
housing, property development, and art. As we created the slides for the Flush
Festival, Chris discussed how a festival celebrating pipelines transporting highly
toxic Alberta tar sand sludge and collaborations promoting innovation, private
sector partnerships, art, and tiny toilets seems like a fitting response. For Chris,
humor is a rational response to the absurdities of corporate partnerships, real estate
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development, and petro-capitalism in Kamloops as fires, floods, and heat waves
become the new norm.

Meanwhile, Nakuset’s character Skus’s presentation also strengthens democratic
practice in her own unique way as she braids a hilarious critique of the everyday
politics of neoliberal partnerships and settler colonial notions of success and mas-
tery. With bizarre PowerPoint slides and a short video, Skus shares Sploosh, a
green-pond-scum-smoothie health elixir he created to boost the competitiveness of
white settler professionals. In the video, Toby (myself) excitedly drinks a smoothie,
goes into a trance and, with green slime all over his face, thinks he has transformed
into a world leader in research on Indigenous entrepreneurs. When we filmed the
Sploosh promotional video on a lake not far from Kamloops, I literally got stuck in
sand and muck as we harvested smoothie sludge, more excellent content for Skus’s
advertising. In Skus’s Sploosh video, as Toby flails in the muck, he mansplains
how he is an expert on Indigenous entrepreneurs and Skus slurps his coffee over
his voice. Ignoring Skus, Toby keeps babbling on about innovation and his research
leadership. When I asked Nakuset why her alter ego would put up with Toby, she
said that, as an Indigenous artist, she is stuck working with seemingly benevolent
white “Toby-types” who manage projects and institutions. Within these confining
roles, she is always coming up with little ways to push back and hold power.

Moreover, A Buzz in Your Hub also builds a culture of democracy in small ways
because it braids collective alternatives to uneven labor relations often reproduced
in community-engaged research projects. As we co-created the webinar, Chris and
Nakuset discussed how they continually experience precarity working with settler
colonialist universities, arts institutions, and nonprofits. As artists and community
workers, they both rely on piecemeal grants from government institutions. They
also work for universities and galleries that value Indigenous artists and Knowl-
edge Holders to provide land acknowledgements and Indigenize course content
and exhibitions but that do little to make deep structural changes. In my small
attempt to address these power imbalances, I used my Research Incentive Grant
from Athabasca University to pay Chris and Nakuset Canadian Artist Representa-
tion (CARFAC, 2023) fees to create and perform their characters. Our long-term
goal is to keep building projects together to access further grants and capacity-
building opportunities.

At the same time, as a white, cisgendered assistant professor with the privilege
of job security, I can never escape my complicities within colonial research systems
and structures. Even with the consent of Chris and Nakuset, by writing this sole-
authored book chapter, I accrue currency for practicing benevolent, community-
engaged research and arts activism. I also risk coming across as a virtuous researcher
who has figured out how to be good at decolonizing research. Because I am never
exempt from these complicities, I too need to keep working with reflexivity and
care and to hold these tensions. As Indigenous, Black, and queer scholars and activ-
ists of color point out (see maree brown, 2017), making space for these complexi-
ties and messiness is all part of the work of learning and cultivating democracy.
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Conclusion

Overall, I realize that our performances are small acts of chipping away at huge
structures and building more inclusive democratic institutions. However, in this
chapter, I show how comedy offers one way for Indigenous and settler communi-
ties to “hack together” (Cowan, 2017) the worlds we want to live in and to practice
creative world building. As we keep co-creating our projects, checking in with
each other, and practicing relationship-building and consciousness-raising, we are
envisioning and enacting the society we want to live in. Inspired by Towards Braid-
ing, we move forward with our alter-ego projects imperfectly, practicing hyper-
reflexivity, and learning with these contradictions and tensions. I do this because
Chris, Nakuset, and I see our futures entwined in Kamloops and across so-called
Canada as we face climate catastrophes and housing crises.

Onwards we go co-creating more buzz. In June 2023, the rEvolver performance
festival in East Vancouver screened our video as part of a day of Indigenous per-
formance sponsored by the Savage Society Indigenous theater company. As part of
this performance, our alter egos facilitated a porta-potti art collage making plan-
ning workshop where people created collages to describe the current housing crisis
here in so-called British Columbia, as well as build the kinds of cities they want
to live in. To facilitate collage making, we provided cutout images of porta-potties
and police, referencing the City of Vancouver’s increasingly carceral policies to
control and remove unhoused people living here from public space. We also offered
cutouts of more-than-human plants and critters for people who are envisioning
abundant and caring cities instead. Nakuset plans to share the images in zines for
Skus’s growing fictitious consultancy company. We are also discussing using these
collage images in porta-potti planning workshops with the young artists that Chris
works with in Kamloops. As we engage in these creative conversations, we keep
co-creating possibilities for more radical and caring democracies.
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MEDIATING PROVISIONAL
COMMUNITIES

The Production and Management
of Collaborative Arts Projects

Rui Gongalves Cepeda

In this chapter, I argue that collaborative art practices provide platforms for the
existence of a culture of democracy in a community. I draw from my practice as
founder and director of the Trienal, a transcultural festival held in Portugal, in 2010
and between 2013 and 2015, that presented traditional art formats, such as sculp-
ture, photography and installations, but, as well, commissioned and presented col-
laborative art projects (CAPs). My argument develops around the conflict existing
in the implementation of governmental political agendas concerning the legislation
and execution of cultural guidelines. More specifically, using Santiago Morilla’s
artistic commission No Veo Nada (2013) as a case study, this chapter reviews how
the application of conciliatory strategies and of narrative mediation (in behavioral
relationships) have occurred in the dispute amongst different parties, i.e., a local
community — the Reguengos de Monsaraz community — and an administrative gov-
ernmental institution — the Inspec¢ao-Geral das Actividades Culturais [ICAG].
The festival, named Trienal, produced durational artworks working with and in
regional communities and appealing to specific communities and cultures crea-
tively and improvisationally. In particular, within the Trienal framework collabo-
rative art practices (CAPs) and the artworks produced supported the existence of
democratic discourses and practices in communities. Following Grant H. Kester’s
(2004) description, CAPs work with what is endemic to the region where they are
to happen, or what we, the Trienal directors, have denominated as its terroir. Ter-
roir is a French term borrowed from the winemaking industry and offers something
embedded culturally in a socially or historical context, particularly at an emotional
level. Together with a subjective dimension, which is related to image and senses,
the term terroir “refers to a specific place and includes the social and technical
features common to that place,” in addition to “[g]eological and geographical
features, such as climate, soil and geology, [which] all influence perceptions of
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terroir” (Spielmann et al., 2014, pp. 225-226). The terroir here can be defined as
an ambiguous space in which artistic projects with a collaborative participatory
nature will happen. This ambiguous space is seen as a temporary space — external
to the sociopolitical paradigm defining the discourse in conflict — that provides
for the arts producer or manager in collaboration with artists, local communities,
and regional and national institutions conditions supporting the realization of par-
ticipatory aesthetic interventions supporting democratic discourses. Those parties
are just two of the multiple constituents that define the whole that is Portugal as
a representative democratic state based on the rule of law. I finish this chapter by
concluding how the specific conditions for the production of an act of collaborative
participation in artistic interventions can be, first, considered to be a social desire
to renew democratic standards, and, second, to drive society’s cultural life towards
the realization of an inclusive culture of democracy.

Production of No Veo Nada

No Veo Nada (2014) was born from a commission given by the Trienal to the Span-
ish artist Santiago Morilla (b. 1973, Madrid). Morilla’s project consisted, first, of
a drawing made on the floor of the old Praca de Armas. The drawing was erased
during a bullfighting spectacle with fouros bravos, a particular breed of bulls used
in bullfighting. Specifically, that act of aesthetic expurgation took effect while the
interaction between man and animal occurred. Second, the aesthetic experience
functioned as a metaphor for the drawing up and erasure of institutional narratives,
legal determinations and political impositions, and the transience of life’s values.
These are all themes that accompany Morilla’s artistic work and are at the heart
of the dispute between two parties — a local community and a governmental body.
Morilla integrates and interacts with the surrounding environments as if they are a
global territory that needs to be mapped. By “territory,” or the terroir, it is meant
what is offered by the location (the historical village of Monsaraz), its natural envi-
ronment (the Alentejo region), and the local historical and cultural heritage (the
population’s traditions, habits, and customs). No Veo Nada, like many of Morilla’s
other artworks, “lives during its production, in the way of relating to the context in
which it is found and produced” (Morilla, personal communication, March 2020).
Finally, the collaborative participatory art project No Veo Nada was framed and
contextualized by a relationship of conflict that was created by an act included in
Monsaraz’s religious festivities — the killing of a live animal in a public spectacle.
The religious festival held in honor of the Nosso Senhor Jesus dos Passos [Our
Lord of the Passion] has been happening every year since 1877, in September.
After several Kafkaesque months mediating the different narratives regarding
the same disputed story — the legal or illegal act of killing an animal in a spectacle
of live entertainment — what was expected was for the local population to appear in
the old Praga de Armas during the killing. The Praga de Armas is used as a prime
location to host a variety of events by the responsible local authority,' situated in



Mediating Provisional. Communities 109

the medieval village of Monsaraz, Portugal. The spectacle involves locals partici-
pating in the act of erasing the face of the Spanish matador, Manolete, while a bull
charges and dies before their eyes. The aim was for all those people attending the
aesthetic intervention to be accomplices in the bull’s death in the arena; to wit-
ness the first legal fouros de morte spectacle to be held in the historical village of
Monsaraz, to actively question an institutional form of cultural censorship, and
to experience a redistribution of civic authority and leadership. My role as an art
and cultural manager is to engage in the demanding and complex task of access-
ing the ferroir influencing specific communities, and, as a producer of CAPs, to
objectively formulate, propose, and create a temporary relational space that would
allow for active participation in an aesthetic experience. My expectation is that by
occupying and existing in the relational space, to that “provisional community”
was given the sovereignty to present its own cultural values and attributes as mate-
rials that then become part of the process of production. This supports agency and
participation by a CAP, and encourages a civic culture of democracy in society that
will endure beyond the short-lived aesthetic experience.

In No Veo Nada, Morilla transferred with white chalk to the floor of the Praca
de Armas the face of the famous Spanish bullfighter Manolete. Manuel Laure-
ano Rodriguez Sanchez (1917-1947, Spain), known as Manolete, was a famous
Spanish matador (bullfighter), who bled to death after being hit by a bull in a cor-
rida held in the bullfighting arena of Linares (in Andalusia) in 1947. The whole
of Manolete’s face could only be distinguished from the castle keep. During the
bullfighting spectacle, the bull, aficionados, and other dilettantes jumped, stum-
bled, and drank in the face of Manolete (Photo 1). Morilla argues that “it is the bull
and the bullfighters, the people who step on the drawing and the other uncertainties
that will make the work” (personal communication, March 2020). According to
him, the different participants distort the impassive face of the matador, changing
the shape and limits of the drawing: “people interact and comment on the work,
are interested in it, step on it, destroy it and inhabit it” (personal communication,
March 2020). Morilla adds that in this way, people and bull create a monstrous
and infinite portrait; both metaphorically disfigure the image until it is completely
erased from the real world. Conceptually, with this erasure of the drawing under
people and animals’ feet, they all interacted as if they were in a painting represent-
ing a symbolic double death — that of the matador and that of the bull — but also,
that of a convention conveyed in legal conventions and institutional determina-
tions, popular certitudes, and religious dogmas.

Popular Festivities of a Religious Nature: The
Bullfighting Spectacle

Usually in Portugal, in popular outdoor celebrations or festivities of a religious
nature, local community members actively participate in setting up the festival as
visitors, traders, performers, etc.; but, more importantly, they are involved in the
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FIGURE 7.1  Santiago Morilla No Veo Nada [Can't See Nothing], 2014. Courtesy: ©
the artist. Video stills of the video recording of Morilla’s collaborative
project No Veo Nada. Starting with the drawing of Manolete’s face in white
chalk on the floor of the old Praga de Armas (top-left), through the subse-
quent interaction between man and bull, and finishing with the erasure of
Morilla’s drawing and the killing of the bull (bottom right).

commission that plans, organizes, and delivers the event (comissdo de festas). It
can be argued that those popular festivities of a religious nature are the result of
an inclusive community planning process to celebrate particular cultural traditions
and the ways of life of local communities. This type of popular festivities can also
be perceived as being what Helguera (2011) defines as a “collaborative partici-
pation” within his multi-layered participatory structure. Furthermore, the level of
participation and engagement bolsters the ability to develop relationships among
different stakeholders, experience in dealing with decision-making processes, and
understanding of the benefits (impact) that would derive from these decisions. One
consequence is that the level of participation and engagement changes and fosters
local communities’ levels of confidence in their own cultural traditions and ways
of life (Kidd, 2018).

The regulation concerning the practice and realization of bullfighting spectacles
in Portugal is written and legally defined in the Portuguese Constitution. Accord-
ing to Decreto-Lei N.° 89/2014, de 11 de Junho, bullfighting is an integral part of
Portugal’s popular culture heritage and is under the supervision of the Ministry of
Culture. According to the Regulamento do Espectaculo Tauromdquico [Regulation
of the Bullfighting Spectacle], “bullfighting spectacles are considered those that
consist of dealing with wild animals, in fixed or mobile venues that are specially
designated for them” (Diario da Republica, 2014, n.p.). However, in Portugal, it
has been prohibited to kill bulls in entertainment spectacles since 1928. Decreto-
Lei N.? 15.355 de 14 de Abril de 1928, by the then Ministry of the Interior, estab-
lished an absolute ban on bullfighting with fouros de morte [killing of the bulls]
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throughout the Portuguese territory. However, for almost a century, the prohibition
on bullfighting spectacles with touros de morte was only understood to be applied
on the premises licensed for the purpose, commonly known as “pragas de touros”
or “arenas.”

A national referendum carried out in 2002 called for the approval of a regime of
exception to that law to allow the killing of bulls. Subsequently, in 2002, an excep-
tion was introduced in the law in which the condition of exceptionality to the kill-
ing of bulls would be due to cultural and social specificities. If framed by particular
historical and traditional circumstances, such as a popular religious traditions, this
would not justify the general prohibition in force in the rest of the country. Accord-
ing to the 2002 Decreto-Leli,

any spectacle with fouros de morte is exceptionally authorised in the case that
they are to observe local traditions that have been maintained uninterruptedly, at
least in the 50 years prior to the entry into force of this decree, as an expression
of popular culture, on the days when the historic event takes place.

(Diario da Republica, 2002, n.p.)

As is argued by a local public official, “the death of the bull is a symbol of the
culture of the population of Monsaraz . . . [it is a] tradition that has remained unin-
terrupted for over a century” (Lusa, 2011, n.p.). For 12 years (from 2002 to 2013),
nonetheless, the population of Monsaraz continued to contentiously exercise their
legal or illegal manifestation of popular culture as they always have done, even if
it had to be exercised, literally, under a blanket.

Morilla’s artistic project was intentionally included in the Trienal’s program of
activities as a conciliatory strategy between two contending parties (local commu-
nity vs. public institution). This conciliatory strategy changed the institutional nar-
rative surrounding the event, as being an aesthetic experience rather than being a
popular festivity of a religious nature held in honor of a religious character. The
transformation to be an aesthetic participatory experience occurred when those peo-
ple who contemplate from the comfort of their seats the spectacle led by the forero
in the arena (nominal participation), move from their seats into the arena, and,
rather than contributing with a single task — running in front of the bull (direct par-
ticipation) — they not only provided content (creative participation) but also shared
responsibilities with the forero for the developing of the spectacle structure (col-
laborative participation) — the killing of an animal in a spectacle of live entertain-
ment. On an operational level (artistic practice), the artist operated as a mediator by
strategically providing an interactive, relational space where different parties could
meet — the artistic project No Veo Nada — conceptually engages and develops alter-
native conciliatory narratives between the parties in dispute. Symbolically, the legal
or illegal drawings derived from conventions conveyed in a legal book were erased
by the participants in the collaborative art project during their interaction, thus mov-
ing from an institutional imposition to a moment supported by freedom of choice.
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Citizen Discourses on a Culture of Democracy

Constitutionally, Portugal is a sovereign republic with plural democratic expres-
sions and political organizations that exist through the separation and interdepend-
ence of powers, a Western democratic state based on the rule of law, with a view to
achieving and growing a culture of democracy through democratic participation.
By strategically incorporating the sociopolitical narrative in dispute in the aesthetic
intervention, No Veo Nada, as an artistic project with a conferred autonomy from
the controlling politics, disrupted the prevailing politics. In 2014, due to the plural-
izing effects of arts, in contrast to the monopolization, the political institutionaliz-
ing of sociocultural tendencies, under the current political and legal regime it was
the first time that, in the village of Monsaraz, a bull was legally killed during the
popular religious festival.

In cooperation with distinctive educational and cultural agents, Portugal govern-
mental cultural policies promote a democratization of culture by encouraging and
ensuring access, by all citizens, to cultural enjoyment and (collective or individual)
creation. Democratization of culture guarantees “citizens access to artistic enjoy-
ment and cultural production, correcting inequalities (social, economic or territo-
rial) in the access” (National Plan for the Arts, 2021, p. 22). This policy encourages
citizen participation in the arts and enables a continuous provision of a wide range
of aesthetic and artistic experiences, while promoting and implementing cultural
offerings for the education of communities and all its citizens. Although democ-
ratization of culture is a democratic governmental policy, it is a practical initia-
tive by cultural organizations or national bodies to promote access to culture. As
such, it is a policy that fails to engage civic society, since cultural democratization
is fundamentally implemented downwards (Matarasso, 2019). This governmental
policy aims for the participation of the people in the building of a nation-state by
raising the educational and cultural standards of the people, and once that happens,
the people, as citizens within the nation, could become more equal in the access to
opportunities for political governance.

A second governmental cultural policy agenda, cultural democracy, favors the
pluralization, the territorialization of decisions, and the sharing of power (Carta
do Porto Santo, 2021). Democratization of culture and cultural democracy are
often set in opposition. What divides and unites those two concepts is “their diver-
gent approaches to pursuing the same overarching social democratic ambition: to
address, via state action, the damaging effects of capitalism,” particularly values
related with inequality, freedom, and identity (Gross & Wilson, 2020, p. 329). First,
in contrast to democratization of culture, cultural democracy is fundamentally
democratic, with an egalitarian nature, since the cultural is “not fixed and univer-
sal but the result of a continuing process of . . . democratic negotiation between
people” (Matarasso, 2019, p. 77). In the Portuguese case, the government — the
state — contributes to the achievements of cultural democracy “through a regula-
tory policy applied for the distribution of information and the structures of supply”
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(Evrard, 1997, p. 168). Second, with this policy, the role of the government “is not
to interfere with the preferences expressed by citizens-consumers but to support the
choices made by individuals or social groups” (Evrard, 1997, p. 168). According
to what is expressed in the Portuguese Constitution, the effective implementation
of these choices has the objective to achieve economic, social, and cultural democ-
racy and deepen a participatory democracy. By shifting from an interfering para-
digm, in democratization of culture, to one based on choice, cultural democracy
may be defined as one founded on the freedom of individual choice.

The reason I am identifying those two policy discourses has to do with the con-
ceptual and spatial shift in the inherent value of the sociopolitical narrative in a
democratic society and its importance to the understanding and experience of cul-
tures of democracy in the wider sense. This distinction allows us to unveil and
address the institutional validation of the cultural value implied by what is consid-
ered to be the democracy of the masses, and to confront it by means of question-
ing through an aesthetic intervention, with the cultural validity conveyed by the
concept of freedom of the minority. In a Western democratic society,

citizens have the right not just to vote, but also to take in every aspect of demo-

cratic life, to express and defend their values, and to try to persuade others of

their ideas. That process is not only political. It happens in daily life.
(Matarasso, 2019, p. 74)

In democracy, individual citizens have the right to learn within their own cultural
contexts, to be able to have the capacity to define oneself as active participants in
society. In this light, democracy is sustained when citizens have a voice, instead of
being regarded as the silenced other; “[d]emocracy is expressed in and sustained
by a culture that enables people to affirm, express and question their own and other
people’s values and the relationship between them” (Matarasso, 2019, p. 74). Hav-
ing a culture of democracy in a society’s agenda would promote diversity of views
and active participation; it enables people to participate in policy disputes and
decision-making, and it provides fair and equitable access to resources while aim-
ing for win-win outcomes, rather then win-lose situations. This enables inclusive
societies to contribute to citizens’ involvement in the democratic process and in
decision-making.

Although participation in artistic practices is not a substitute for the deficit of a
culture of democracy in society, the act of participation in artistic projects can be
perceived to be a social desire to renew democratic standards, especially in social-
liberal democracies. Within this framework, “[c]ulture and the arts can ‘create a
space of expression’ beyond institutions, at the level of the person and can act as
mediators, thus paving the way for the ‘shared public space(s)’ necessary for inter-
cultural dialogue” (Anheier, 2017, p. 13). In social-liberal democracies, the idea
is that culture is no longer produced and imposed from above. Individuals are not
only users, a potential audience for a cultural product or experience; rather, they
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are citizens likely to be involved in local life in all its dimensions, including in the
collaborative formulation of public cultural policies.

In CAPs, participants have been dislocated from artistic or cultural spaces to
the arteries of a city, to spaces where everyday life happens. Here they are seen
and accepted by the different stakeholders (participants, public powers, and those
at whom they are aimed) as being members of the population rather than being
members of an audience. In CAPs, participation exists when the visitor, who now
has become an active participant, “shares responsibilities for developing the struc-
ture and content of the work in collaboration and direct dialogue with the artist”
(Helguera, 2011, p. 17). Active participation in CAPs gives the community the
ability to express itself publicly and the confidence to have an active voice as citi-
zens in decision-making in matters that are of concern in the public sphere, i.c.,
public policies.

Conclusion

From the point of view of the No Veo Nada producer, what mattered was how to
inscribe an aesthetic discourse as a conciliatory strategy in the narrative regarding
the realization of a bullfighting spectacle with fouros de morte, rather than looking
for aesthetic situations that could validate a cultural policy.

The second strategic component in the terroir is, strategically, to reflect, at an
operational level, on existing theories on participatory art and, more widely, on a
civic culture of democracy. Locality is one component in the terroir. In the Trien-
al’s case, the knowledge of how to evaluate the region’s internal and external envi-
ronments allows producers to discover (symbolic) spaces that can be provisionally
occupied jointly by different parties, while opening up possibilities for engagement
and liberatory participation in artistic activities within a collaborative framework.

The communication in No Veo Nada, with the local community and its repre-
sentative bodies, such as the local borough or religious institutions, was essentially
upstream, which is a cultural democracy strategy. The proposed strategy was to
negotiate, with the community and the other stakeholders, what is of value (soci-
ocultural, political, symbolic, or spiritual) for the formation of the community’s
identity. In this case, what was important for the community is the organization,
realization, and promotion of the annual festivities where the killing of the bull is
legally included.

Additionally, by relating and including himself in the community, Morilla
“hacks” the landscape and the sociopolitical representative use of space by the
community, its external and internal environments — the terroir. No Veo Nada is “a
project that revolved around a site-specific performance and intervention, designed
specifically to be produced in the ‘arena’ of the bullring of the castle in the village
of Monsaraz” (Morilla, personal communication, March 2020). For the artist, while
conceptually reflecting upon those theories, his art works are collaborative, rather
than solely participatory, because, first, local “contingencies [are] . . . invited to
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act and produce the work,” and, second, those works are, “in some way, voluntar-
ily and also involuntarily co-production” (personal communication, March 2020).
While Morilla’s first reflection can be considered to be based on a social desire to
renew democratic standards, the second consideration can be based on what drives
society’s cultural life towards the realization of an inclusive culture of democracy.

Actual participation in aesthetic collaborations gives to the participants a two-
fold voluntary and involuntary social empowerment. This invites participants to
make a choice whether to participate or not. When one chooses to participate, one
may also choose to alter the work, its object, its subject, and its meaning. To a cer-
tain extent, artistic collaborative participation also enters the fields of action under
participatory democracy.

Note

1 The Municipio de Reguengos de Monsaraz is the entity which is responsible for the safe-
guarding of the historical village of Monsaraz, including the castle.
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INTRODUCTION TO LEARNING
ENVIRONMENTS

Learning and Practice — Democracy in Action

Susan Badger Booth

Participation in civic life is essential to a healthy democracy, so naturally a strong
education in civics is the bedrock of participation. Outcomes of a civics curriculum
will often include students being able to name the branches of government or their
local and federal representatives, but the authors in Part Three suggest there are
skills and practices that are much more fundamental than how governments work.
This part of the book offers four case studies on why democracies work, and in turn
why they may be at risk.

All the cases in Part Three ask students to both learn about and participate in
democracy. As a professor of arts management and administration, I taught my
students democratic principles through applied participatory field work. For over
a decade I took students to the Americans for the Arts (AFA) National Arts Action
Summit. This pilgrimage to the US capital always began pre-conference with
students analyzing the current AFA Congressional Arts Handbook. Once current
issues were reviewed, students prepared mock congressional interviews in the
safety of their classroom. By the time we were talking with legislators, students
could paint a picture of how “Boosting the Creative Economy” or “Funding the
National Endowment for the Arts” (AFA issues, 2022) would advance their own
careers. It was at this magic moment where I saw students transform into advo-
cates. Culturally Responsive Teaching was employed in three of the four case stud-
ies in Part Three, and in my arts advocacy class, this technique allowed my students
to see themselves in the issues they were presenting to their legislators.

In 2021, I took my last class to the National Arts Action Summit. The number of
Michigan participants for that year’s summit was at an all-time high. In fact, over
90% of our state delegates were either from my current class or alumni from previ-
ous years, including our state captain. As in Sims’s “The Power of Storytelling”
(Chapter 11), I challenged my students to identify the roots of social issues in
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stories and work through them, in my situation advocating for advancing national
arts policy by speaking with elected officials. As I developed an alternate curricu-
lum for my course, I considered how creative practice might become a form of
civil action as was suggested in “Reflections on Doing Visual Politics” (Chapter 8).
How can I use my students’ creative practices to leverage and inform the need for
government support for the arts at the local and national levels?

Part Three on learning environments includes a diverse collection of interna-
tional case studies describing how teaching artists work with students from Min-
nesota to Kathmandu. Ten authors, including both educators and artists, describe
how creative practices are used to develop skills such as questioning power, giving
voice, thinking about relationships to other beings, and seeing multiple viewpoints
simultaneously. Teaching artists are working artists from any discipline that take on
parallel roles as educators. In the cases documented here, three describe teaching
artists in K-8 schools working predominantly with elementary school students, and
in one case the audience is college students from Australia, Bangladesh, and Nepal.

Rebecca Winthrop, author of The Need for Civic Education in 21st-Century
Schools (2020), suggests, “schools can and should play an important role in cat-
alyzing increased civic engagement. They can do this by helping young people
develop and practice the knowledge, beliefs, and behaviors needed to participate in
civic life” (p. 2). The following chapters exemplify the “practice” Winthrop notes
in the “creative practices” employed by all the teaching artists.

Educational philosophies used in “All the Relatives” (Chapter 9), “The Ray
of Hope Project” (Chapter 10), and “The Power of Storytelling” (Chapter 11) all
employ Culturally Responsive Teaching, which “combines curriculum with a nar-
rative that contains various entrances and exits, and allows all students to engage
with and see themselves in the content” (Acuff et al., 2012). This represents a
significant change in how art appreciation has been taught historically, and now
works as a catalyst to move students into a world where creative practices are
used for social change. Students in all of these case studies are not just observers
but creators and co-creators, experiencing democracy in action, reframing place
and transforming space, visualizing the complexity of decision-making processes.
Both “All the Relatives” and “The Power of Storytelling” use the theories of Jack
Zipes to ground much of their pedagogical framing with a methodology that helps
participants navigate and transform social scripts while becoming more confident
narrators of their own lives.

In Chapter 8, “Reflections on Doing Visual Politics,” the authors describe a
framework of creative practice as civil action using photography as the creative
medium. This is more age appropriate for the college student audience whom these
teaching artists are working with. Educators in three different locations/countries
(Naarm/Melbourne, Australia; Kathmandu, Nepal; and Dhaka, Bangladesh) use
scholar/artist Ariella Aisha Azoulay’s theory of reframing photography as a rela-
tional practice. Azoulay dismisses art history, aesthetics, and ethics and instead
uses photography as the medium for building relationships around shared civic
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concerns. Two concerns of note are: (1) overcoming the unnecessary dichotomy
between the aesthetic and the political, and (2) establishing civil discourse and how
this might be realized through forms of collaboration which seek to address matters
of shared concern with local communities.

Chapter 8, “Reflections on Doing Visual Politics” by Alan Hill, Kelly Hussey-
Smith, Marnie Badham, Shehab Uddin, and Sagar Chhetri, was a multinational
project connecting 60 students in three different countries at the Pathshala South
Asian Media Institute in Dhaka, visual activism platform photo.circle in Kath-
mandu, and RMIT University’s School of Art in Naarm/Melbourne (Naarm is the
traditional Indigenous name for Melbourne). Although participants were encour-
aged to engage globally, they were asked to act locally focused on creative practice
as civil action. Through reflection on a trans-local pedagogy of creative practice,
they explore how photography and creative practice can function as a form of dem-
ocratic participation when framed through the lens of relationality and the civil.
Thus, photography takes on a political ontology through the way it brings people
into relation, and the “civil” potential to do so over matters of shared concern.

In Chapter 9, “All the Relatives,” Maria Asp and Sonja Kuftinec offer a 25-year-
old storytelling methodology to animate cultures of democracy rooted in self-
expression and collaboration across differences. “All the Relatives” builds cultures
of democracy through three primary means: (1) transforming space and place,
(2) questioning power, and (3) telling new stories. One student reflects, “it showed
me I could act with my peers.” “We saw so much growth in the students emotionally
and academically. Kids became more vocal, literally speaking out for themselves
and they participated more in other classes,” notes one classroom teacher. This pro-
gram shows an intentional pedagogy to prepare students for their role in democracy.

Student learning outcomes and research findings in these four chapters offer a
diverse array of lessons learned and content to emulate in our own communities.
In Chapter 10, “The Ray of Hope Project,” author/teaching artist Alika Hope uses
music and storytelling to teach about the US abolitionist movement of the 19th
century. As Alika brings the unheard voices of abolitionists of color to the fore-
front in her historic reenactments, African American audiences made connections
between their ancestors’ slavery or enslavement practices and modern-day slavery
such as child sex trafficking. Engaging with students’ learning outcomes change,
redirecting the future of Ray of Hope. Student responses to Alika’s workshops
allowed them to focus more deeply and invite participants to not only learn about,
but practice democracy.

As noted earlier, an education in civics cannot just include how democracies
operate. These four chapters help students consider civic values, civil discourse,
and free speech and engage with those whose perspectives differ from their own.
In Alika’s project, this work prepares students for their roles in our democracies, as
they must have the chance to practice civic behaviors. This should include giving
students agency to vote, volunteer, attend public meetings, and engage with their
communities.
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In Chapter 11, “The Power of Storytelling,” we see a shared educational philoso-
phy with Chapter 9, although author Kiyoko Motoyama Sims adds to this philoso-
phy by leveraging her experience growing up in Tokyo, Japan, and reflects deeply
in the area of cultural intelligence or CQ. She describes CQ consisting of four fac-
tors: metacognition, cognition, motivation, and behavior. By living inside of char-
acters’ viewpoints through creative activities, the participants (students) deepen
their intercultural capabilities by expanding their cultural knowledge and aware-
ness of complex thought processes. This exercise visualizes the complexity of the
decision-making process. It encourages the students to see multiple viewpoints
simultaneously and allows them to change their minds by hearing other’s perspec-
tives. Stories provide bonds with unexpected protagonists, new communities of
belonging, and models of empowerment (Stewart, 2019) that develop competen-
cies critical to civic engagement and democratic practices, which are particularly
important to newly immigrated populations such as the Somali American students
Sims finds in her workshops.

These four chapters build a pedagogy of employing creative practices in educa-
tion that develop skills in civic engagement. During the past few decades, youth
civic engagement in the United States has been declining, but is the pendulum
shifting? In fact, data shows that Gen Z and Millennial generations are becom-
ing more engaged. “It’s estimated that more than a quarter of registered voters . . .
between 18 and 29 years of age cast a ballot in” the November primaries of 2022.
“The turnout was an illustration that this is the most politically engaged cohort
of youth voters in recent history” (Townley, 2022, p. 1) Additional follow-up is
needed on all four of these case studies to measure the impact of how these pro-
grams build competencies of civic engagement.
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REFLECTIONS ON DOING
VISUAL POLITICS

Photography, Collaboration, and Creative
Practice as Civil Action

Alan Hill, Kelly Hussey-Smith, Marnie Badham,
Shehab Uddin, and Sagar Chhetri

In her seminal book, Civil Imagination: A Political Ontology of Photography
(2015) curator and theorist Ariella Aisha Azoulay reframes photography as a rela-
tional practice. Rejecting art historical readings of aesthetics and ethics, Azoulay
proposes an understanding of photography as having a political ontology through
the way it brings people into relation, and the “civil” potential to do so over matters
of shared concern. She brings together photography and political theory to con-
ceptualize the “citizenry” of photography that she defines as “a special laboratory
for the study and analysis of political relations” (2015, p. 70). Through reflection
on a trans-local pedagogy of creative practice, we explore how photography and
creative practice can function as a form of democratic participation when framed
through the lens of relationality and the civil. We propose that the cultures produced
through these practices offer opportunity at the intersection of democracy, creative
practice, and education to motivate political action, intercultural understanding,
and collaboration (Badham, 2019; Hussey-Smith, 2023). The chapter examines
Doing Visual Politics: Creative Practice as Civil Action — a collective learning
space which sought to contribute to cultures of democracy in Naarm/Melbourne,
Australia; Kathmandu, Nepal; and Dhaka, Bangladesh.

We identify two specific concerns found in Azoulay’s work that offer potential
in developing innovative forms of praxis capable of overcoming the unnecessary
dichotomy between the aesthetic and the political — and, in so doing, promoting
cultures of democracy. The first is civil intent, and specifically what its identifica-
tion and promotion as a teaching framework can offer in terms of developing forms
of creative practice expressly aimed at actively participating in visual culture. The
second is the ambition to establish civil discourse and how this might be realized
through forms of collaboration that seek to address matters of shared concern, with
local communities and situated in context. Through dialogic methods and critical
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FIGURE 8.1 Sagar Chhetri speaking at the opening of the All This Weight exhibition at
Patan House, Kathmandu (TBC), June 27, 2023. Photo: Shikhar Bhattarai/
photo.circle

reflection on the teaching and learning experience of Creative Practice as Civil
Action, this chapter examines the motivations and practices that enable engage-
ment in cultures of democracy through creative practice. We reflect on how these
pedagogic approaches play out in different cultural and educational contexts but
are primarily interested in if and how using this framework shifts participants’ crea-
tive practices.

A Civil Framework: The Theories

Azoulay defines the civil as “the interest that citizens display in themselves, in
others, in their shared forms of coexistence, as well as in the world that they create
and nurture” (2015, p. 8). In The Civil Contract of Photography, she uses this lens
of political theory to articulate the way in which photography creates communities
“of people between whom political relations were not mediated by a sovereign rul-
ing power” (2008, pp. 17, 23). This application of the concept of citizenship is not
about a package of rights bestowed upon individuals — such as being a citizen of a
nation-state — but, rather, “a hypothetical partnership between individuals that ena-
bles them to relate to one another as having equal access to this partnership” (2015,
p- 73). Azoulay argues that the plural space created by photography is “an interface
that enables people who inhabit different spheres of existence to share a common
world,” thereby establishing the “citizenry of photography” (p. 105). This leads to
the conception of the civil contract of photography, which aims to recognize and
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reconstruct the political space where “photographed persons are participant citi-
zens” who can call on spectators to “recognise and restore their citizenship through
my viewing” (2008, p. 17).

The framework employed in Creative Practice as Civil Action extended Alan
Hill’s research reframing documentary photography as a civil practice by incorpo-
rating Azoulay’s theories into practitioner knowledge to contribute to an emerging
paradigm that integrates photography with political theory and visual culture (Hill,
2022). This research sought to clarify the laudable but often vague social agenda
of documentary photography and to answer underlying questions and presump-
tions about the civil potential of creative practice more fully. Therefore, through
our trans-local teaching of this articulation between creative practice and political
theory, our pedagogic framework is comprised of two key elements: the adoption
of civil intent, and the aim to establish civil discourse.

Civil intent allows us to recognize that “every citizen bears responsibility toward
a common world and proceeds on the understanding that if citizens neglect their
responsibilities, or incite others to do so, damage will ensue” (Azoulay, 2015,
p- 105). As such, civil intent is simply a gaze, speech, or action that expresses this
interest — a straightforward proposition that becomes a very useful tool for pho-
tographers and creatives to question their intentions and reflect on them through
the lens of political theory. However, Azoulay argues further that civil intention/
gaze also needs to be adopted by audiences, because it “enables the spectator to
exceed the limits of professional discourse and to regard the image, not as source
and end in itself, but first and foremost as a platform that bears the traces of others,”
and that this form of looking “departs from the form routinely sanctioned by the
professional discourse of art and participates in a shared civil space” (p. 118). In
this way, Azoulay argues that if we can regard photographs with civil intention and
recognize the civil intention of the photographer (and/or photographed person/s),
then we can see that photography can establish social relations.

Considering intent in these terms is important for creative practitioners — as is
considering how to encourage viewers to adopt civil intent — because this intention
will enable the recognition of the civil space potentially established. This begins
with the challenging task of encouraging viewers to withhold the judgment of
taste — which the regime of art encourages them to do — and instead regard pho-
tographs and artworks with civil intention, because this “enables me to treat the
full spectrum of shared human life as political and to formulate a new discourse
concerning civil intention as a special form of agency within it” (Azoulay, 2015,
p. 10). Adopting civil intent and developing strategies to encourage audiences to
suspend judgments of taste open the potential for civil discourse, which might then
“suspend the point of view of governmental power and the nationalist character-
istics that enable it to divide the governed from one another and to set its factions
against one another” (p. 2).

Civil discourse is not a fiction. It strives to make way for a domain of relations
between citizens on the one hand, and subjects denied citizenship by a given
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regime on the other, on the basis of their partnership in a world that they share
as women and men who are ruled. It seeks to isolate potential factors in the real
world that might facilitate the coming into being of such relations of partner-
ship, instead of the power of the sovereign that threatens to destroy them.
(2015, pp. 2, 3)

This description arises in the specific context of Azoulay’s discussion of regime-
made disaster, wherein the relationships might literally be between citizens and
noncitizens. But if read through the lens of the citizenry of photography, where the
regime may not necessarily be a nation-state but some other “governing” force,
then this understanding is useful in thinking about how photography can establish
relations — and civil discourse — with our co-citizens.

Doing Visual Politics: A Trans-Local Network

The Doing Visual Politics network sits across three institutions with shared social
justice values: Pathshala South Asian Media Institute in Dhaka, visual activism
platform photo.circle in Kathmandu, and the RMIT University’s School of Art in
Naarm/Melbourne. For almost a decade, this network has been interrogating and
expanding disciplinary understandings of what we refer to as visual politics — the
practices and discourses at the intersection of photography, visual activism, art and
social practice, and public pedagogy. The network and its projects have emerged
from long-term relationships and collaboration between Australian-based photog-
raphers and educators Alan Hill, Kelly Hussey-Smith, and Shehab Uddin; Shahidul
Alam and others from Pathshala; and NayanTara Gurung Kakshapti and colleagues
at photo.circle.

Doing Visual Politics brought together more than 60 students from Australia,
Bangladesh, and Nepal with a group of leading visual politics thinkers, practition-
ers, and researchers in Kathmandu in 2016 and 2018. Our first collaborative work-
shop sought to develop a transdisciplinary approach spanning art, photography,
media, design, and social science methods. Based in Kathmandu, the workshop
comprised a three-day symposium and a week of workshops with international
guest mentors, with an evening program of talks and panel discussions. Over
two subsequent weeks, students worked collaboratively to break down cultural,
institutional, and disciplinary boundaries and engage with the local community
to produce photographic, multimedia, written, and installation works, culminat-
ing in publications and exhibitions. In 2018, transdisciplinary groups of students
and mentors developed visual research projects in response to issues relevant to
the local context, such as the politics of aid, (con)testing national visual archives,
media-driven narratives, and familial visual practices. The project acknowledges
the complexity of cross-cultural practice and places ethical considerations at its
core. In these workshops, participants engage directly with their local communities
in a supported, collaborative, and critically reflexive context, as they are immersed
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FIGURE 8.2 Eti Mohanagar (This Metropolis) exhibition at Dhaka University Teacher-

Student Centre, December 2022 — the first of three exhibitions organized
by Pathshala participants. Photo: Taslima Akhter.

in a learning community comprised of peers, experienced professionals, and aca-
demics from a wide variety of cultural backgrounds. Throughout this transforma-
tive process there is a rich exchange of ideas, politics, and philosophies, with new
understandings developed and embedded in the work produced.

Creative Practice as Civil Action: The Teaching Collaboration

In late 2022, these three partner organizations activated our third collaborative
workshop. Taking the form of a trans-local and transdisciplinary community of
practice across sites in Naarm/Melbourne, Kathmandu, and Dhaka, the workshop
set out to explore a practice-based rethinking of the aims and discourses of art, pho-
tography, and conventional education by reconsidering if, how, and when creative
practice could constitute a form of “civil action.” While Creative Practice as Civil
Action built on the success of two previous “in-person” workshops, this iteration
was distinct in two ways. First, this workshop adopted a trans-local mode, where
instead of traveling to one location, we ran simultaneous workshops “at home,”
enabling participants to engage in creative thinking and practice relevant to their
local communities and contexts while learning from and exchanging with their
international peers. The second distinctive feature was the specificity of the frame-
work and the explicit attempt to reimagine creative practice as civil action through
the integration of political theory into the pedagogy. This approach — now explicit —
grew out of our earlier iterations in which this focus on the civil functioned in more
tacit and intuitive ways.
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Each organization hosted a group of eight to ten student participants, along with
a lecturer and a mentor bringing contemporary practice perspectives. At Pathshala
and photo.circle, nearly all participants were students of photography, while RMIT
students came from a range of practices: painting, sculpture, printmaking, sound
design fashion, and photography. Like previous iterations, the workshop began
with a symposium comprised of a series of online panel discussions introducing
related photography and art practices and discourses. These presentations — held
over three weeks — prompted students to think about creative practice as civil
action and made clear the expectation that the work produced in their course would
be contextually relevant and publicly exhibited.

At RMIT and Pathshala, the practical workshop then ran for two intensive weeks.
The direction of the projects undertaken were left up to the groups in each location
to determine, but a collective approach was encouraged. At Pathshala, the group
focused on the student responses to the (mega) city itself, including issues like
traffic congestion and road safety, resulting in three public exhibitions of their pro-
ject Eti Mohanagar/The Metropolis. The Naarm/Melbourne group was located at
a new urban research lab in the suburb of Brunswick, where the local government
had recently changed its name from Moreland to Merri-Bek (“rocky country” in
the local Woi-wurrung language) following revelations that the former namesake
was a Jamaican slave plantation. As a result, the group produced a zine and exhibi-
tion called Learning Merri-Bek: Fragments of Connection, featuring responses to
what they learned about the Indigenous and non-Indigenous history of the place
they were working. At photo.circle, the workshop was embedded within a larger
five-month educational project where students were already developing individual
projects, so for these students, Creative Practice as Civil Action provided an oppor-
tunity to look at an ongoing project in a new way. Their work culminated in the
publication of a collective book, exhibition, and public program, A/l This Weight.

The reflective dialogue we undertook with teachers in each of the three sites
pointed to critical expansion in pedagogy for each person in the team. Work-
ing trans-locally was reported as a strength for students to reflect more deeply
on their own positionalities in relation to engaging in creative practice in their
own social, political, and cultural contexts. In Dhaka, mentors Saydia Gulrukh
and Taslima Akhter explained how Bangladeshi students come from a particular
political context where individualism is typically favored over collectivism; there-
fore, in this workshop they began shifting their work to be about activism and
collaboration. Difference within the group, and in the international intercultural
context, was described as key for the students “seeing self.” Sagar Chhetri in Kath-
mandu was also committed to this international collaboration. He spoke about the
pedagogic framework as a focus on process over outcomes — holding space for
students to engage in resistance, questioning, conflict, growth, collaboration, and
transformation. In Naarm/Melbourne, Shehab Uddin and Jody Haines described
the experimental pedagogical strategies as an extension of their politically moti-
vated photographic practices. They discussed the potential of interdisciplinarity
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in creative practice through non-hierarchical teaching and learning and the need
to center “care” in these creative practices as civic action. The collaborative expe-
rience of the symposium and engagement with the theoretical texts by Azoulay
offered a valuable (and shared) framework for civil intent and action, yet each local
project was substantially different, not only because of local context but also what
each teacher and student brought to the particular learning collaboration.

Creative Practice as Civil Action: Student Reflections

Students involved in the program were interviewed in four focus groups and were
asked questions about creative practice and civil action, the ethical complexities
arising from the workshops, and how collaborative processes and projects might
relate to ideas of participatory democracy in different contexts. The following three
sections focus on the students’ reported learnings and understandings from the
workshop in relation to creative practice as civil action.

Identifying Civil Intent

“What is my goal? What is my aim here?” (RMIT student D)

A distinguishing factor of this workshop was the explicit pedagogic intention to
blend creative practice with contemporary political theory. The workshops began
with a provocation from Azoulay observing that “where there is no civil inten-
tion, there is civil malfunction” (2015, p. 107). Students were asked to consider
what Azoulay’s concept of civil intention meant in their specific contexts. Students
described civil intent as something beyond disciplinary and professional bounda-
ries. One student commented that it is a practice that “kind of reaches outside of
itself” (RMIT student B). Unlike the “civic” which is related to governance, the
“civil” is an open processual and dynamic space of possibility and action (Hussey-
Smith & Clarke, 2023) unmediated by governing power (Azoulay, 2015). For this
student, their civil intention was about “creating something that also has a political
agenda” and attempting to “affect things more broadly outside of just the creative
practice, and [the] insular kind of ecosystem that a lot of creative projects tend to
exist in.”

Despite its connections to political theory, many students spoke about the impor-
tance of articulating their own positionality in understanding their civil intent.
Students in photo.circle described civil intent as a process of learning to connect
the personal with the political. One student commented that “instead of being too
self-indulgent, how can we take it beyond that and make [a broader] statement?”’
(photo.circle student B). Another student shared that they were prompted to think
about “political feelings” (photo.circle student C) as a bridge between themselves
and the world. Pathshala students spoke about civil action as a process of moving
beyond binaries of self and other. One student commented that “we learned some-
thing different about working with each other . . . we learned that it’s not that easy
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working collaboratively or being involved in [social] issues” (Pathshala student A).
Another commented that “we are taught to work individually but when we work
as a team, we have to learn to cooperate through our thinking process” (Pathshala
student B).

Another student explained that civil action produced “an expansion of the field
[of art]” that focused on an “ability to articulate my own positionality and context”
while being in “dialogue with different positionalities” (RMIT student D). This
relates to Azoulay’s analysis of civil intention as requiring “a different kind of work
than that required by human beings within their regular form of action” (2015,
p. 107). This acknowledgement that the space of the civil is created through mul-
tiple perspectives, vantages, and experiences shows how the introduction of politi-
cal theory shifted the boundaries of what a creative practice can do in the world.
According to one student, identifying their civil intention “almost eliminated the
possibility of any apolitical way of perceiving what [ was doing . . . that was part of
what I wanted to get out of it [to] be more in the world” (RMIT student A).

Beyond Aesthetics: Ethics and Civil Action

Students were supported to expand their creative practice beyond the “judgement
of taste” (Azoulay, 2015, p. 10), and consider how their creative practice might
become a form of civil action. Just as Azoulay uses political theory to show how
photography creates political communities whose relations are constituted through
shared concerns (the civil) rather than mediated through forms of governance (the
civic), students used the framing of creative practice as civil action to guide their
work. This departure from more familiar aesthetic practices, discourses, and evalu-
ation caused some discomfort. RMIT student A shared that “coming from [fine
art], I had no prior knowledge really of things like Azoulay or like a political end to
my work.” Another Pathshala student commented that “before this workshop, we
were thinking about the technical aspects of the photograph: the beauty, how we
compose these photographs but after this workshop, we were thinking about how
to connect with people” (Pathshala student E).

The emphasis on process was impactful, with one student commenting that “the
creative outcome to me was less important than the knowledge that had leached into
me. . . . It was like . . . merely the beginning of a different way of thinking” (RMIT
student A). A photo.circle student commented that their hierarchies of aesthetic
interpretation were challenged through sharing their work with individuals directly
connected to their project (photo.circle Student A). This fusion of political theory,
civil action, and creative practice brought the students into relation with multiple
viewpoints and experiences which raised ethical concerns about taking “action.”

One RMIT student commented that most of the workshop was spent talking
through the ethics of working on stolen Wurundjeri lands (the local First Peoples).
Instead of finding a more comfortable topic, they used this discomfort as a “starting
point” for group discussions and asked themselves, “Why are we doing this? Who
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are we doing this for?” (RMIT student C). They said while lengthy conversations
in front of the whiteboard generated critical discourse, they came to realize the
limits of critique as only one part of civil action. In comparison, Pathshala students
explained their understanding of civil action through their experiences working
with communities outside the classroom during their public exhibitions. They com-
mented that the relational experiences with different communities and with each
other profoundly impacted their thinking about civil action beyond professional
cultures and aesthetic traditions in photography.

Pathshala students commented that working with publics was a significant tran-
sition that highlighted for them that creative practice as civil action was not only
representational but also relational. In response to this, one student stated that prior
to the workshop, “we never felt the need to make a connection with people” but
“now we are thinking that . . . the connection with people [is] the primary thing for
this work™ (Pathshala Student F). Another student commented:

The placement of our exhibition was interesting because we went to the people,
rather than a gallery. So, we were in a public place and tried to relate with people
viewing the exhibition. And we also put up some [paper where they could write]
their thoughts about our mission.

(Pathshala student A)

As Azoulay suggests, civil discourse is possible when (creative) work is treated as
a platform for relations (2015, p. 18).

FIGURE 8.3 Student discussion as part of the Creative Practice as Civil Action work-
shop, RMIT Placelab Brunswick, unceded Wurundjeri Country, Naarm/
Melbourne, December 2022. Photo: Alan Hill.
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Pathshala students also highlighted the importance of designing collaboration
into the foundations of their chosen project on local road safety:

When we finally did the exhibition . . . we started to make connections with
people. Then somehow our curation also changed through [these connections].
Maybe if we started to think about the connection with people from the very
beginning, then perhaps our exhibition would be more effective.

(Pathshala Student F)

These new relational challenges — such as receiving direct criticism from com-
munity stakeholders and inviting feedback at public exhibitions — assisted the stu-
dents to understand that multiple perspectives and interdisciplinary contexts were
key to understanding practice as civil action and how creative practice can help
establish relations by opening space for dialogue about issues of shared concern.

Creating the Conditions for Civil Action

Pathshala and RMIT students spoke at length about how the collaborative empha-
sis across relational, educational, and disciplinary boundaries shaped their conver-
sations, process, and outcomes. Pathshala students spoke about how the workshop
helped them identify and question their reliance on binary understandings of prac-
tice: “we had to think beyond the binary . . . to work as a team, we had to cooperate
in our thinking process. So that was the first challenge for us, like, we had to make
one decision and make a team.” They went on to explain that prior to the workshop,
they were always late for class, but the collective atmosphere and responsibility of
the project meant that they tried to arrive on time (Pathshala student B).

RMIT student C commented that while the lecturers were responsive and pro-
vided leadership there were “no weird power dynamics or hierarchies . . . Just a
really level way of doing things meant that we were all a lot more open.” RMIT
student A explained that “there was some conflict within the group because of our
interdisciplinary backgrounds. And I think we were able to, for lack of a better
term, democratically make compromises.” Disagreement and dissent generated
critical questions for the group. RMIT student B commented on the “sense of
urgency” that developed in relation to creating an environment where everyone
felt comfortable to speak. They recounted scenarios where students who had been
quiet initially started to share their discomfort with the direction of the project.
This became valuable to their learning because these quicter voices raised impor-
tant ethical questions that guided discussions and creative outcomes. Here we see
students realize that different perspectives and experiences are not barriers, but
pathways to co-create forms of action based on the specifics and contexts of these
complex problems. RMIT student B continued:

If there were people that were quiet and not participating, there was a real sort of
urgency to get them to participate and . . . to give their own . . . perspectives in
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a way that maybe they wouldn’t have if they just were in a normal [classroom]
environment where it wasn’t asked of them.

In the Pathshala focus group, students commented that being forced to work
together and navigate tensions in the group resulted in a greater intimacy in the
group. A student reflected on how classes had previously been competitive, but this
focus on civil action became about shared and distributed responsibility. Pathshala
students highlighted the tensions that emerged in the group when different posi-
tionalities and experiences were brought into focus and that in some cases, these
issues had caused deep self-reflection.

While photo.circle students did not work together on projects, they did encoun-
ter challenges around collaborating with the community — often on sensitive social
and political topics. One student commented on how collaborating with commu-
nity gave them confidence. “I showed my work to a lot of non-practitioners . . .
and it was liberating and interesting how they could get into the work without any
sort of explanation” (photo.circle student A). The same student spoke about work-
ing on a project about a significant political movement in Nepal but realizing after
consultation with individuals associated with the movement that “some conversa-
tions should be left for the people to talk about in their own time.” Here, processes
of listening, valuing different knowledges, and self-determination became part of
their expression of civil action — a reflection consistent across all three locations
and contexts.

Conclusions

Creative Practice as Civil Action attempted to explore connections between pho-
tography, political theory, and visual culture as a framework for practice, using
scholarship to make explicit the democratic potential of creative practice. What
we found from working with students and educators in three distinct educational
contexts is that these perspectives have not generally been part of their education to
date, but that they do offer potential for examining intent, approaches to authorship,
and methodologies addressing matters of shared concern. Positionality emerged as a
key theme for both students and educators, which accords with the emphasis placed
on relationality, reflecting the contrast of locating the practitioner within a political
community, where their positionality becomes both apparent and significant. This
appears to extend through the methods and priorities in the production of creative
projects, where participants regularly commented on the heightened significance
of “process” rather than on aesthetic “products” or outcomes. These findings can
be understood as participants finding meaning and value in the civil framework
introduced through its explicit surfacing of understanding of the civil and enabling
participants to go beyond superficial understandings of their social motivations.
In addition, the collaboration, negotiation, and collective decision-making within
these learning communities seems to outline an additional dimension of democratic
practice where we see evidence of the development and rehearsal of civil skills.
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This form of creative education seems, then, to offer potential as a lived culture of
democracy. For RMIT student C, it was refreshing to just “create an outcome that
worked for the project and not be filling the criteria.”
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ALL THE RELATIVES

Animating Stories of Democratic Participation
Through Speaking Out

Maria Asp and Sonja Kuftinec

An elderly man in a plaid shirt and purple-shaded sunglasses sits amongst wild-
flowers. Behind him a sturdy branch wrapped with red, white, and black material
leans against a tree trunk. He greets viewers with a Dakota phrase which he then
translates to English. “In the language of the first Minnesotans, this is a greeting
which means ‘hello, my relatives, with a good heart I greet all of you with a hand-
shake.”” Viewers are positioned in relationship with the speaker, as a “relative,”
but centering Dakota language and people: “the first Minnesotans.” The speaker
continues, inviting the audience to consider an upcoming lesson and story through
a Dakota worldview:

We have a phrase Mitakuye Owasin, all my relatives. It serves as a greeting, but
more importantly, it’s a teaching from our people. An ancient teaching which
means we’re talking about all living creation — the four-legged, the two-legged,
the winged, the fish of the sea. They’re all of our relatives.

(Speaking Out Collective, 2008)"

This video greeting from Dakota elder and educator Dr. Chris Mato Nunpa (Wah-
petunwan Dakota) orients elementary school students to a tale featuring cotton-
wood trees. But more importantly, he orients viewers to Speaking Out Collective’s
work with Indigenous artists and educators, building curriculum for Minnesota
school teachers mandated to teach about Tribal Nations and through Indigenous
ways of knowing.? A Dakota history and its worldview of interconnected being,
and of place as relationship, complicates a US settler colonial narrative while
also complementing core democratic values. In this chapter, we detail how Indig-
enous narratives and their teachings work alongside a 25-year-old storytelling
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methodology to animate cultures of democracy rooted in self-expression and col-
laboration across differences.

This kind of collaboration requires skills in empathy, respectful critique, and
co-creation. For over two decades, the co-authors have worked with an arts-based
critical literacy practice — Speaking Out Collective (Speaking Out) — that animates
cultures of democracy in schools and community centers through story. Devel-
oped by Dr. Jack Zipes in 2004, the Speaking Out methodology helps participants
navigate and transform social scripts while becoming more confident narrators of
their own lives (Zipes, 2004).> By learning to question, remake, and act out stories,
children and adults practice making more equitable worlds together. Our primary
case studies focus on students in Twin Cities public elementary schools. We argue
that Speaking Out builds cultures of democracy through three primary means:
(1) transforming space and place, (2) questioning power, and (3) telling new stories.

Reframing Place and Transforming Space Through Story

The greeting featuring Dr. Nunpa does more than center Dakota worldviews nar-
ratively. By taking place outdoors, the greeting activates the idea of interconnect-
edness with all beings, including trees, flowers, rocks, and soil. For Dakota people,
land is a relative rather than a space of demarcation or ownership. Learning is also
relational and can take place beyond classroom settings. Yet, when introduced to a
lesson on the cottonwood trees growing a few miles away from classrooms on the
banks of Haha Wakpa (the Mississippi River), many students report never having
seen such trees up close. Classroom teachers work with Speaking Out teaching
artists to prime the tale of “The Cottonwood Trees” with images and simple ques-
tions that invite attention to other beings. For example, “What are the trees near
you that keep their leaves the longest?”” A class at Anishinabe Academy took a field
trip to the river, enlivening all the students’ senses. “We can smell the river!” they
announced while skipping rocks and writing poems to the trees. “The Cottonwood
Trees” thus gently introduces students to new ways of thinking about their relations
to other beings, about where learning can happen, and about how to learn from
rather than simply about Dakota people. Such relational practices also animate
cultures of democracy beyond ownership and property.

“The Cottonwood Trees,” composed with Speaking Out by Indigenous story-
teller and puppeteer Jennings Mergenthal (2023a), relates the story of Joey and
Deksi (his Uncle Earl) who takes Joey on weekly walks along Haha Wakpa.*

Every time they went on a walk, Deksi would teach Joey something new about
the plants and animals that lived by the river, where the best fishing spots are, or
one memorable time, how to make the best fart noises.

On this day, Deksi teaches about cottonwood trees. He notes that the trees require
a lot of water, and “that’s why they’re by the river banks.” Then he cuts open a
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branch to show Joey the star inside, relating a Dakota tale of how the star dropped
from the sky to be closer to the people. Deksi teaches Joey about the buds that
produce oil that can heal pain, and about the cambium layer of bark that can be
ground to flour, but also about how to ensure sustainability by only taking what’s
needed. “Remember, it’s not just you that the tree needs to feed.” He points to
eagles nesting above and then explains phytoremediation — “There’s a good spell-
ing quiz word for you!” — detailing how trees process heavy metals that can poison
the soil and water. “The cottonwood trees are a vital part of this river ecosystem
and important relatives to us all.”

Students not only listen to a story featuring relationships to place, but they also
transform the classroom and their relationships within it. They work together to
move the desks, allowing space for them to sit together in a circle. The storyteller
and teacher are now also on the same level with all the kids. Within the circle,
students also learn to moderate their own expressive physicality. When spaces and
bodies are regimented for much of the day, students can get easily over-activated.
“I want to fly into the circle like this!” a student might cry out as their foot swipes
close to a classmate’s cheek. They learn to recognize that their personal freedom
is limited at the point where it infringes on others: a core element of democratic
culture-building.

Students build skills that foster relationships through games. They make shapes
together without talking: an eagle’s nest, a branch with buds, flying cotton fluff,
the river, Uncle Earl’s pickup truck. They learn not only how to communicate and
work together nonverbally (which reduces arguments), but also that there are mul-
tiple “right” answers to creative prompts. “Look around and see how many ways
there are to form a nest!” Circle games can also be places where students practice
self-expression, collaboration, and how to share space and time by taking turns.
Prompted to physically express an emotion like “This is unfair!” one student will
freeze in place. Then a second and third add onto the first, learning to complement
each other’s ideas. They build rhythm orchestras together. They find ways to jump
at the same time without a pre-ordained leader. They practice attunement and col-
laborative success learning that the classroom can be a space that is “leader-full.”

Questioning Power and Making Rules Together

In addition to learning how to attend to each other and share space, the Speaking
Out curriculum invites children to consider dynamics of power and authority. Stu-
dents learn how to make rules for how to be together, which are core principles in
activating cultures of democracy and respectful classrooms. Students fee/ what it is
like to be successful together, building on the Dakota teaching of relational being.
When a student struggles, we ask, “How can we be good relatives and help them
through this moment so they get to retain their dignity?” Students learn that com-
munity is a shared responsibility. One classroom teacher noted: “Speaking Out was
the only time during the week that all the kids could come together no matter what
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FIGURE 9.1 Minneapolis Public Schools third-grade students eagle marionettes. Photo
by Maria Asp.

issues they were having with each other.” As one student reflected, “It showed me
I could act with my peers.”

Other Indigenous stories reinforce these principles. In “Walleye Wars,” com-
posed by Ojibwe storyteller Madeline Miigwan Johnson (2023), friends in the story
work through biases handed down from their families. They expand their thinking,
and attitudes change. The story also complicates settler narratives around property
rights and cohesive nation-state borders, introducing the idea of Native sovereignty
and what it means to “follow the rules” when they are negotiated between nations.
Makwa, an Ojibwe server in a cafe, overhears a conversation in which young peo-
ple disparage Native fishing rights. “They don’t have to follow the rules like the
rest of us do.” In response to this narrative, which Makwa discovers is shared by
her friends Susie and Abdullahi, Makwa relates a counter story. “A long time ago
there was no United States. There was no Minnesota and Wisconsin.” She talks
about the other nations — Ojibwe, Dakota, Potawatomi — and the ways that they
resolved conflict through conversation, and how these nations later negotiated fish-
ing rights with the United States in exchange for land use by settlers. Youth within
the story learn to process emotions together and ask questions. “I guess learning
can be uncomfortable at times and it’s better when we help each other.”

Students listening to the story, then animate its principles of thinking through
complex narratives and relational compromise using some of the interactive tools
of Theatre of the Oppressed.’ “Zoom into the moment in the story where Makwa
brings the customers their coffee. Is there anything she can say that might open up
their thinking?” Students then take on the role of the customers and Makwa with
the goal of expanding thinking rather than escalating conflict. The teaching artist
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acts as a “Joker,” asking the class reflective questions: “Is learning happening? Did
that choice raise or lower the tension? Can tension sometimes be productive?”’

Students also make more personal connections to the story, practicing moving
through conflict with grace. In small groups they create images of what concerns
them with varying focus on the world, the neighborhood, and their school. They
practice conflict resolution scenarios. “You are a group of friends. One of the
friends is upset and overwhelmed. How do the other friends respond?”

Kids who are already under-resourced tend to struggle most with written lit-
eracy, and this disparity was amplified by COVID school closings. Speaking Out
motivates them to access the written word as a technology of democratic partici-
pation through bringing joy into classroom learning. One student who lives in a
foster home had been particularly struggling. However, after playing with a story
of Anansi the spider, he wrote two full pages and triumphantly read his story to the
class. As one fourth-grade teacher in the student’s school noted, Speaking Out gets
kids excited about their writing. “We saw so much growth in the students emo-
tionally and academically. Our kids became more vocal, literally speaking out for
themselves and they participated more in other classes.”

In addition to learning how and where to speak out and how to access written lit-
eracy through play, students in Speaking Out also learn how to name and question
power and authority. They do so through canonical stories as well as Indigenous
tales. Kids ask why parents would abandon children (as they do in “Hansel and
Gretel”), whether stepmothers are always “evil,” and whether true riches can be
measured in things. In remaking “Hansel and Gretel,” one Somali boy assumed
the role of the oldest child with multiple siblings and offered himself to be locked
away so that his siblings wouldn’t suffer. In responding to “The Pied Piper,” stu-
dents probed assumptions from the perspective of the rats in the tale, asking, "why
should they have to move from their homes?” In stories relating Greek myths, stu-
dents offered the thought that gods could be fickle, linking Greek gods to Marvel
superheroes who destroy whole cities to save a single person. They wonder why
Zeus would treat Prometheus so badly for sharing fire with humans. In taking on
the role of Zeus, one student characterized the dangers of authoritarian power:
“I’m going to make more humans so I can zap them with my lightning!” At the
same time, when staging the story with their own spins, students in character might
refuse to submit to Zeus’s harsh leadership.

Teaching artists also work with classroom teachers to animate perspectives on
power through creative means. In a 2021 class conducted via video due to COVID
restrictions, graduate student teachers leading a Pied Piper lesson took on the per-
sona of an antagonistic three-headed mayor at a Town Hall. Positioned as par-
ents, the younger fourth-grade students (many of them first-generation Somali
Americans) demonstrated their understanding of electoral politics by shouting that
they were going to take the mayor to court and replace them with their teacher
Ms. Amanda. “All in favor of kicking them out?” “Now it’s time to vote for new
people!”
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Speaking Out invites students to question power relations (“Who makes the
rules? Who has other kinds of power?”) and perspectives (“Who don’t we hear
from?””) in canonical tales. While telling “Robin Hood,” for example, children
might be assigned to listen to the tale from distinct perspectives: Robin Hood, the
Sheriff, the poor people. Students consider how the story positions their character
group, listening for what they say and do, and for what is said about them. After-
wards, students dialogue within their groups: How were they represented in the
story? Did they make rules? Was anything missing? Did they have a voice? One
student in the “poor people” group shared,

I will tell you what was missing; like everything about us! We don’t have names,
and we are just an excuse for Robin Hood and the Merry Men to steal. How does
he know what we need? When does he actually talk to us?

Their questions demonstrate that they understand core principles of creating cul-
tures of democracy questioning modes of power that dictate to rather than being
in relation with “the people.” And after a lively discussion, students add missing
scenes and change the story to make it their own.

Children also learn to question normalized hierarchies such as gender roles. In
acting out their version of Little Red Riding Hood, the grandma might talk tough
and carry a baseball bat. They craft dialogue questioning the speed of marriage
in many fairy tales: “I need a background check before I’m marrying you!” They
question tropes of desire: “Why that man want to kiss a dead woman??”’

Through these techniques of storytelling, discussion, and enactment with more
canonical tales, students practice questioning power and creating new narratives
together. The Dakota curriculum adds historical complexity and multiple points of
view. This curriculum can also teach students how to make effective change.

Making Change and Telling New Stories Together

A set of stories about a fourth-grade class field trip in Minneapolis illuminates
how the Dakota curriculum might teach about and prompt social change within
and outside of classrooms. “Field Trip,” written by Jennings Mergenthal (2023b)
for Speaking Out, unfolds in three parts. Each part centers on fourth-grade Dakota
student Rachel, who lives in Minneapolis. In the first part, Rachel’s teacher, Ms.
Larsen, introduces the idea of a field trip to Historic Fort Snelling, a nearby set-
tler landmark. Rachel tries to share a counternarrative from a Dakota perspec-
tive and instead gets sent home with a note about being a “disruptive influence
on the classroom learning environment.” Rachel’s grandmother, Upci (Dakota for
grandmother), rips the Fort Snelling permission slip into pieces, leans down to her
granddaughter, and tells her:

Your teacher may not understand, but we will help her see that when it comes
to the story of our people; our land, and our representation in history, there is
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always more than one side to every story. And the story you’ll hear at Fort Snel-
ling will not be one that includes Dakota history and Dakota experiences.

In the second part of “Field Trip,” Upci relates a story of place to Rachel from
the Dakota perspective, upending assumptions about geographic boundaries and
positionalities. She sketches out a section of Haha Wakpa (the Mississippi River)
where it meets Mnisota Wakpa (the Minnesota River). In order for Rachel to under-
stand where she is on the map, she asks her grandmother to draw Minnesota in.
“Surely, if that would help you, little one. But just remember, ‘Minnesota’ didn’t
exist at this time. And these state lines are just imaginary.” Rachel watches her
sketch with absorption, then interrupts, “Wait, hang on, Upyci! You drew Minne-
sota the wrong way up! . . . the little bump on top is supposed to point North! We
learned this in Geography in school.” “Ah,” replies Uyci, “but who said that ‘up’
has to be North? . . . You’ve got to decolonize your thinking, little one.” Rachel’s
grandmother then relates that the Dakota spatial perspective orients towards down-
stream and towards an origin story rooted in the Bdote—the sacred origin site of the
Dakota people, where the two rivers meet. This terrain was later “traded” by a few
Dakota leaders in 1805 to unauthorized US treaty signer Zebulon Pike. Uyci walks
Rachel and the listening audience through the complexities of that unsanctioned
treaty signing, the resultant wars and decimation of the Dakota people, and their
survival as present-day communities living alongside the rivers. She then encour-
ages Rachel to share this story with her classroom to help them learn.

The story has cleverly shifted between two sites of learning, the classroom
and the home, with two different models of teaching and worldviews: settler and
Dakota. The third part of the story shifts back to the school, where the two perspec-
tives come together (and occasionally clash). Self-exiled from the field trip, Rachel
conceives of a plan with her classmates to introduce Dakota history through ques-
tions rather than counter-statements. She initially allies with her friend, Ahmed,
and they compose questions on the back of the ripped-up pieces of her permission
slip. Her classmates commit to asking these questions to the Fort Snelling guides:
“Can we see where the Dakota prisoners were held at the fort?” “How do you
honor the Dakota people who died here?” Rachel stays back at school and uses
her time with the principal to teach him about the Dakota history she learned from
her grandmother. When her classroom teacher Ms. Larsen returns, at first angered
by the student revolt, she reconsiders her perspective and asks Rachel to help her
understand, apologizing for not listening originally. “Saying sorry is like a land
acknowledgement, Ms. Larsen,” Rachel responds. “You have to back it up with
action.” Ms. Larsen then activates her new understanding, prompting the fourth-
grade students to write letters to the Minnesota Historical Society (who run Fort
Snelling) questioning the erasure of Dakota people and perspectives. Rachel then
asks if the class could go on another field trip, to the Bdote next to Fort Snel-
ling, but this time chaperoned by her grandmother. She and her grandmother both
receive permission slips, and Rachel gets praised for being a “positive influence
on the class.”
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The third part of “Field Trip” leans into building relationships, engaging with
multiple perspectives by posing questions to authority, and to the ways that the
power hierarchies of learning can shift. Importantly, the teachers and principal are
positioned not as enemies, but as potential allies who can learn alongside their
students and use their power to organize collective action. The second set of per-
mission slips also counters how written words and policies, like treaties, have
been used to dissmpower Dakota people. Here they represent the honoring of new
relationships.

To animate the story, students again work with Theatre of the Oppressed tech-
niques, taking on the roles of Rachel, Ms. Larsen, and a fellow bystanding student.
The teaching artist reminds the class that we ALL often have multiple thoughts and
emotions going through our minds at once, and it’s not always obvious or under-
stood through our actions. The fourth graders consider the moment when Rachel
is blurting and Ms. Larsen tries to calm her down. They freeze into three images:
Rachel raising her hand; the teacher trying to redirect Rachel; the fellow student
watching. Other students then embody the range of emotions that each charac-
ter might be experiencing, first standing in frozen images behind each character,
then sharing the thoughts of that emotion. Through building this scenario, students
recognize and work through the situation’s complexities and what might prompt
different actions.

In these stories and in their embodied responses, elementary school students
are positioned as problem-solvers and change-makers. After listening to, discuss-
ing, and activating these stories, these students might even extend learning outside
of the classroom. Teachers have taken students on field trips to the Bdote. In one
fifth-grade class, a student shared the story with family members, who were then
inspired to visit the Bdote and experience place-based learning together.

While the field trip stories offer fictionalized accounts of complicating histori-
cal narratives and modes of learning, another Speaking Out tale relates a personal
narrative of social change. “Maka Paha” (Dakota for Burial Mounds) details how
St. Paul “Eastsider” and Dakota native Crystal Norcross (2023) educated herself.
The story gestures to trauma and cultural loss, noting how Crystal’s grandmother’s
federally mandated boarding school education in the mid-20th century violently
cut her off from Dakota culture. But Crystal also shares about her own education
through the Red Schoolhouse, created by the American Indian Movement, which
was founded in Minnesota. Learning about her culture prompted Crystal to ask
questions about the Burial Mounds in St. Paul, where Dakota history had been
erased through problematic anthropological dating. As a teenager in 2008, Crystal
cleans up the Mounds from the litter of the Fourth of July celebrations, which
inspires others. “Some neighbors saw me and they came out and helped me.” She
continues to educate herself about the Mounds and eventually is elected to a Com-
munity Council. Through this political involvement, Crystal learns that the St. Paul
Parks and Recreation Commission plans to build a splash pad on the Mounds.
Crystal keeps asking questions and educating the Council, who, after learning
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about the sacredness of the site to Dakota people, change their plans. Crystal then
gets the Parks Commission to shift the funds dedicated to the splash pad to correct
the mislabeled signs at the park. “And we did. It’s the summer of 2021 and you can
see the change.”

Conclusions

Crystal’s story works on registers that both complement and complicate democratic
practices in the United States. The story points to the federally mandated erasures
of Indigenous people and cultures. But the story also highlights how individuals
can become change agents through popular organizing and education. In not only
listening to, but also taking on the perspectives of others through theater, students
actively practice democratic culture-building. They do so not only as individuals
but as part of a collaborative group. They learn to become change-makers together.

As John Bell details in his article on the Sioux War Panorama (1996), theatrical
storytelling has been used to disseminate narratives of cultural dominance. The Pano-
rama of the Indian Massacre of 1862 featured imagery rolled on a “cranky,” or mov-
ing panorama of narrated images, presenting white supremacy rationalized by the
master narrative of manifest destiny to settle the continent. When students hear the
more complex narrative of the Dakota Wars, they “speak back™ to that history with
their own handmade crankies built from paper cups and construction paper. They ani-
mate what it means to relate history from multiple perspectives and ways of knowing.

The development of participatory democracy in the United States has a complex
and contradictory history. The radical freedoms that philosophers like John Locke
envisioned and that underlie founding documents of US democracy were premised,
in part, on a sense of superiority over Native Americans and on an understanding
of land as property rather than relation. When programs like Speaking Out take up
the complexity of Indigenous stories and worldviews, they do so in ways that com-
plicate historical narratives while also activating cultures of democracy. In order to
promote and encourage this culture, it’s best to start early.

Through Speaking Out, students can learn to question power in canonical tales.
They collaborate on new ways of thinking through and restaging those tales.
They extend empathy to embrace multiple perspectives and solve conflict through
compromise. They learn that they are writers, creators, collaborators, and change
agents. They learn to embrace all the relatives. And they do so wholeheartedly
through play.

Notes

1 The video was created for Speaking Out Collective’s “Truth Telling Residency Series,”
made possible in part by the National Writing Project with funding from the National
Endowment for the Humanities and the Minnesota Humanities Center, with additional
funds from the Arts and Cultural Heritage Fund created with the vote of the people of
Minnesota on November 4, 2008.
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2 The Minnesota Department of Education details these policies within a document outlin-
ing K-12 academic standards in Social Studies, available for download at https://educa-
tion.mn.gov/MDE/dse/stds/. A study conducted by Odia Wood-Krueger (Métis) through
the Shakopee Mdewakanton Sioux Community found that even those educators most
eager to engage with the Education initiative felt under-resourced (2022).

3 For detailed accounting of the Speaking Out program’s theories and origins see Zipes
(1995, 2004). Also see https://www.speakingoutcollective.com/.

4 To develop stories, Speaking Out consulted with Indigenous educators and artists includ-
ing Dr. Chris Mato Nunpa (Wahpetunwan Dakota), Odia Wood-Krueger (Métis), Ramona
Kitto Stately (Dakota), and Graci Horne (Dakota/Lakota). They shared key points from
these consultations with Indigenous story writers. Tales were subsequently tested with
kids and revised for clarity. This process additionally indexes the back-and-forth embraid-
ing of oral and written modes of storytelling.

5 Theatre of the Oppressed is a set of theatrical practices designed to create more equitable
communities. In Forum Theatre, for example, participants (“spect-actors”) try out differ-
ent solutions to engage problematic scenarios. Rainbow of Desire techniques explore the
complexity of human emotions and ideologies. For more on Theatre of the Oppressed, see
Boal (1985, 1992, 1995).
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THE RAY OF HOPE PROJECT AND
WOMEN COMPOSERS FESTIVAL

Reframing Narratives

Alika Hope and Penny Brandt

The Ray of Hope Project began as a musical program to teach about the abolition-
ist movement of the 19th century that then grew into an organization centered on
creating democratic artistic learning environments addressing 21st-century social
justice issues. In this chapter we describe how the Ray of Hope Project was formed
and discuss the democratic cultures and ways of working it both requires and fos-
ters. We also address how the voices of composers, writers, and activists have been
removed from or diminished in dominant historical narratives. Through this work,
we realized that it is one thing to present and perform about those who fought
for democracy, and quite another to actively role-model democracy as a creative
practice by including youth and giving them voice to guide and enhance the focus
of our work while addressing contemporary issues of human rights in the United
States. We describe how the project has evolved over time and how it has become
an integral part of the teaching of creative practices and the modeling of democratic
culture through our work.

Alika Hope founded the Ray of Hope Project (ROHP) in 2013 with the goal of
using African American spirituals to shed light on the combined antislavery efforts
of Blacks and whites in 19th-century New England. The project included musi-
cians and actors who incorporate African American spirituals with live music in
participatory programs. We use historical records of successful African Americans
to teach about slavery and 19th-century abolition movements. Collaborations with
schools, libraries, and museums throughout the United States enabled ROHP art-
ists to create poems and performance material. The project also uses the music and
lyrics of 20th-century social justice songs to create conversations around current
issues of global social justice issues. ROHP won a Gold Global Music Award and
partners with other organizations using the arts to advance democracy and social
change. In 2018, the Ray of Hope Project and the Women Composers Festival
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of Hartford, then led by Penny Brandt, worked together to present a community
engagement project and create a documentary to highlight historically underrepre-
sented voices in classical music.

The Ray of Hope Project was founded as a direct response to the lack of inclu-
sion of the voices of African American abolitionists in hegemonic antislavery
narratives. Initially, ROHP presented performances and workshops around impor-
tant African American abolitionists in New England whose voices and roles were
excluded or diminished in history. They often worked in tandem with white abo-
litionists but did not receive the same “air play.” As we began working with mid-
dle and high school students, the students expressed interest in creating reflective
artistic work around current struggles that either they or their contemporaries
experienced. When we started workshopping themes of enslavement, the students
responded with discussions around child trafficking, loss of liberty, and other cur-
rent issues in their BIPOC neighborhoods, which they felt directly connected to
their ancestors’ enslavement.

The work of ROHP takes on greater urgency now in maintaining a healthy
democracy in the United States. Democracies require fair and complete histories
taught in schools as well as open dialogue. Denial, distortions, and discouraging
civil discourse are antidemocratic. As ROHP grew, opening the content and the
learning process in the classroom to student voices became part of our practice.

Ray of Hope: The Backstory (Alika Speaking)

In 2006, the Children’s Aid Society, a well-established nonprofit in New York City
that began over 100 years ago, became a regular client. The relationship began
when [ was at Borough of Manhattan Community College, which is a CUNY col-
lege. I was a full-time professor in the teacher education department, teaching early
childhood education courses, when one of the Children’s Aid Society’s sites invited
me to participate in a federal assessment. They eventually had me coaching sev-
eral of their sites. This relationship provided the springboard for me to branch out
as a consultant and trainer. By 2013, I had several private clients in New York
City, mostly early childhood programs like Head Start, and began coaching teach-
ers and supervisors around social emotional learning, diversity, and music in the
classroom.

Over the next several years, a particular Head Start program director, Esther,
became a close friend. She had a staff of mostly Dominican and African American
teachers and students in the Washington Heights/Inwood area. Esther kept asking
me to do various training workshops, and I started making them up from scratch,
programs such as “Young Children, Diversity, and You” and “Colorism within the
African-American and Latine communities.” I had a lot of fun over the years devel-
oping these workshops. Esther knew I was a professional musician and actor, and
in 2013 she said, “I’d like you to come in and do a large workshop with a bunch of
teachers from different sites around music and early childhood.” I asked if they had
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the budget for me to bring in a musician or two, and Esther said “Sure, no prob-
lem.” So, I brought in a musician I’d been playing with and performing with pro-
fessionally for about a year, Ray Morant. Thinking back, I now see how Esther’s
encouraging me to develop workshops that met the needs of her staff was a great
example of a democratic practice in action.

Ray and I led a workshop on music and early childhood in Washington Heights.
Ray did some guitar-playing and drumming, I sang and talked academically about
all the research on music and brain growth, and it was a great time. They were
very impressed, the teachers learned a lot, and we made new friends. As Ray and
I were driving back to Connecticut, I said to him, “I really want to do more of this
work — using music and movement and acting to help teachers help children.” And
he said, “Yeah, I think that’s a great idea.” I remember this so distinctly: 1 was
exhausted, because I also had young children at home who I was returning to after
this performance about young children. And I said, “I need . . . we need a name for
this thing, this project that we’re going to do.” I said, “What about something with
our names,” and Ray just blurted out “Ray of Hope!”” And that day in the car, in
2013, ROHP was born.

Presenting and Performing Those Who Fought for
Democracy (Alika Speaking)

At that time, my kids and I loved a historical reenactment museum open to the pub-
lic with acres and acres of houses, actors, and animals. We’d often take my little kids
up there so they could run around and learn about colonial history. And I noticed
there wasn’t much about the African American experience in New England. It was
bothering me. I wanted to know what was going on in African American fami-
lies during this colonial period! There were some exhibits on Indigenous people/
Native Americans (in addition to the mostly European American exhibits). I kept
thinking to myself, “There had to be some Black people around; why doesn’t this
historical place in New England have anything on African American history?”

When I got home, I emailed them, saying, “I noticed you really don’t have much
about African-American history . . .” and — on a whim — I added,

I 'have a performance project, the Ray of Hope Project, and I would love to come
and do a performance for you, for all ages, about African-American history in
that time period. I think it would be a nice thing to add to your location.

I heard back the next day. Their coordinator of special events said, “Oh my good-
ness, Alika. Thank you for reaching out to us. We’ve been looking to add some of
that to our programming.”

Several months later, ROHP had their very first official performance. Ray and
I were dressed in historic clothing that my mother helped us to sew and create. We
brought a bunch of props. I ended up choosing to sing African American Spirituals,
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because I’d been singing them my whole life and knew the history of them. We
ended up doing a workshop about Spirituals during an arts weekend they have
every year. | was sure to tell people that many of the African American Spirituals
come from a time after a lot of the colonial things that happened at this place. But
it was a start. I talked about what was happening for African Americans, and I had
some portraits of successful African Americans in Boston during the 1800s, and it
went over really well. They asked us to come back the following year. I realized
something new was being born.

In our second year performing there, a shooting in a Black church had taken
place around the same time (Charleston, South Carolina, June 2015). The audience
was almost all Caucasian people for our performance, and they were so moved.
And even though we were doing “historical reenacting,” people came up to me
asking what they could do, how they could make a positive change in society to
stop hate, and I entered into some powerful one-on-one conversations. The seed
started to grow — the seed of creating a more hopeful, more compassionate, more
empathetic, more democratic society through ROHP.

First Voice: Hearing from the Unseen (Penny Speaking)

I met Alika around 2010, when she messaged me through my website. She was
looking for a pianist to rehearse some music at her house so she could also keep an
eye on her young children. I learned she was a wonderful singer and actress with
remarkable flexibility across styles; she sang opera and show tunes and also cov-
ered R&B hits with bar bands. She hired me to play for a benefit for Connectikids
and for some of the Ray of Hope Project gigs. I also learned that she was connected
to many communities of musicians from Hartford.

In 2014, T was asked to be the first president of the newly incorporated Women
Composers Festival of Hartford, an organization that had existed informally since
2001, presenting music by women composers. I got involved because [ was writ-
ing a dissertation on Italian composer Elsa Olivieri Sangiacomo Respighi (1894—
1996), wife of the more famous Ottorino Respighi (1879-1936). I was excited to
find other people who were interested in my research, and I enjoyed learning about
music by other women composers. But I also felt there was something wrong with
the way we were going about choosing music and presentations.

As someone who grew up in a home with less access, | taught myself to play
piano by reading books. I struggled in graduate school with a mixture of implicit
sexism and classism and often felt I didn’t belong. By the time I was planning for
the 2015 festival, I knew I wanted it to be a place where anyone could belong —
especially anyone from Hartford, where the festival was located. Our concerts were
held at Charter Oak Cultural Center, a vibrant multi-cultural arts center committed
to social justice through the arts. In Hartford, nearly 30% of families live beneath
the poverty line. More than two-thirds of the city’s population is BIPOC. And yet,
our festival performers and presenters were predominantly white, college-educated,
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and from middle- to upper-middle-class homes. Our programs showcased new
music by living composers from these demographics with a smaller amount of
historic music by women composers from 19th-century Europe or the early 20th-
century United States. How could we possibly justify the “of Hartford” part of
our name?

Because the festival was focused on classical music, and because I knew Alika
was a well-trained soprano, I asked her to sing at the festival. I wanted to include
songs by African American composers Florence Price or Margaret Bonds to
increase the diversity of our offerings, and I offered to work with her to learn them.
She said she would like to perform, and we talked about some possibilities. Then
she got this thoughtful look on her face. “I wish there were a way to get the Ray of
Hope Project involved. I know it’s a women composers festival,” she said, “but do
Spirituals count? I mean . . . we don’t really know who wrote them, and some of
them could have been composed by women.”

Oh.

Talk about a lightbulb moment. Here, we have an entire genre of music, where we
don’t know the gender of the composer, because enslaved people don’t get author’s
rights. We know that women like Harriet Tubman used Spirituals to help guide
enslaved people to freedom through the underground railroad (Bradford, 2018,
p. 17). But we don’t know anything about the individuals who composed them.

For the 2015 festival, I arranged for our first concert to be free and open to the
public. It was a lecture recital at Capital Community College for an audience of
around 200 — our largest audience to date. We presented “The Invisible Woman,”
with research on how and why women composers have “disappeared” from history
books. We had music by Barbara Strozzi (1619-1677) and a newly composed piece
by WCFH founder Heather Rupy Seaton (b. 1975). But up first was Alika Hope,
singing “Sometimes I Feel Like a Motherless Child,” creating a space for us all to
mourn generations of women creators whose work was prevented, destroyed, or
rendered invisible by enslavement.

By audience reaction, this was the right choice. We forged a connection between
a new music festival and the community in which it was located. Because the
Spiritual was in English and sounded familiar, many people in the audience were
more interested in connecting to the music and understanding the cause. The expe-
rience allowed them to listen curiously to the unfamiliar Strozzi duet in Italian and
to Rupy’s postmodern dissonance. The experience was transformative for me as
President and later Artistic Director of the organization. I realized that there were
people like Alika already doing good work in Hartford, and that our organization
could benefit only if we found ways to invite them to help plan the festival. We
could democratize our process and incorporate many more voices from the com-
munity in our programs, resulting in deeper connections and increased audiences.

That same year, I decided to add a 12-hour marathon of music by women/non-
binary composers, to stand in opposition to the many organizations who said,
“There just isn’t any music by women out there for us to play.” We didn’t have the
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resources to pay for or curate 12 hours of music by women/nonbinary composers,
so we just invited people to sign up and play what they wanted to play. My only
role was to schedule the performers in a way that would make it reasonably easy
to change the stage around between acts. The response was incredible, and the first
marathon was almost indescribable as a beautiful, stained-glass, eclectic collage.
Because we advertised the opportunity for any type of music created by women,
we received applications across genres from a more diverse group of composers
and performers than we had ever received. There was a harp duet, an electric viol-
ist, a couple of singer-songwriters, and a pianist playing a Florence Price sonata.
A local college student presented show tunes by women. Alika sang another set of
Spirituals. I played a cradle song by Teresa Carrefio. A composer twisted synthe-
sizer knobs to create electronic music while drawing a self-portrait. We ended with
a brass quintet playing a new piece that we had won a grant to commission. Over-
all, the folks in charge of the Women Composers Festival of Hartford had stopped
trying to curate and instead simply opened our doors and said, “What do you want
to do?” The day was so much richer and fuller than anything the organization had
been able to plan on its own.

Listening and Growing (Alika Speaking)

As people continued to ask us to do performances, I didn’t think I could handle all
of the requests; I was homeschooling my children, working, trying to change the
world. I didn’t have the time or energy to negotiate contracts! I found a talent agent
in Boston who I thought might be a great fit, and she took us on. That changed
everything, because suddenly I had someone who was able to find and book pro-
grams for us and ask for the kind of money that my soft heart was not very good
at asking for.

Our first gigs were about how Blacks and whites worked together in the East to
free slaves in the South. Initially our work was around talking about, performing
about, singing the songs of, and reading the readings of white abolitionists like
William Lloyd Garrison, Prudence Crandall, and also Black abolitionists, inter-
mixed with singing and conducting dialogues with the audience or participants.

From there, we started doing after-school productions, a kind of “Black history
through music.” I ended up hiring an additional eight musicians and actors, and we
did some performances for community libraries and for a couple of well-known
museums. We received a grant to work with the Oregon Jewish Museum to create
and lead a residency that brought together students from a Jewish high school and a
predominantly Black high school in Portland that centered on breaking down barri-
ers and bias. I also gave a lecture about Jewish abolitionists. I remember this rabbi
sitting in the front row listening with rapt attention as I discussed the Jewish anti-
slavery abolitionists I’d researched. In that moment I felt so connected to him, to
how our mutual ancestors had fought for access to freedom and democracy for all.

The Ray of Hope Project was actively doing performances and all-school
assemblies. I’d also meet with individual classes and have them create their own
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responses to music or have them write Spirituals with their own words, and various
things that were aligning with the Common Core curriculum at the time.

Soon, ROHP started to shift based on what people in the community wanted.
We were at a middle school, in the Hartford area, and a student asked, “Do you do
anything around child sex trafficking?”” And [ was . . . kind of in shock, but I said,
“Tell me more about that.” These were middle schoolers, and they knew all about
it. Because of the questions these students asked, I met with this class of seventh
graders a couple of times, and we looked into the history of child and sex traffick-
ing in the Hartford area. I asked them to create PSAs, and they did some skits on
trafficking, how they felt about it, and how it was affecting community and aware-
ness. That was our foray into greater social justice work.

We ended up performing at the inaugural International Human Rights Arts Fes-
tival in New York City in 2017. That was wonderful, because it was a festival that
still happens every year and has grown a lot. I brought five men and Penny with me,
and we not only performed the Spirituals, but we started talking about larger social
justice issues — particularly in the Black community. But it was because of those
middle schoolers that I felt at peace expanding beyond just talking about slavery
and abolition.

By the time the International Human Rights Arts Festival came along, our per-
formances and workshops had morphed into a larger focus on social justice in
the African diaspora and/or Black Americans. And that just shows the power of
democracy in our performances, because after events with the kids, we would just
ask them what they were interested in. And because we were able to work with
kids from age three up to seniors in high school, no performance of ROHP was
ever the same.

Some Lessons We Learned

1. Think outside the box. Sounds so simple, right? Of course we think outside the
box — we’re artists! But sometimes, when someone asks us to create something
for schools or children or a community center, we feel like, “Oh, we better do
this right, or we may endanger the lives of future generations.” You can always
think outside the box and brainstorm, have ideas that are grandiose and wild and
things that you could never do without a spare $5,000 for extra instruments. And
then you can bring those ideas back down to the constraints you have. But if you
don’t start by first thinking outside the box, you’ll never know what your limits
really are.

2. Think inside the box. When we are creating programs, we need to align them
with educational, organizational, and community standards. We often refer to
Common Core or state standards for educational institutions, which can easily
be found on websites for state education departments, but this can also refer to
understanding the common culture of a neighborhood or the mission of a par-
ticular organization. The better we were able to align with those guidelines and
expectations for groups we were performing for, ironically, the more freedom
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we had to create great programs. We knew we were making teachers, principals,
and other stakeholders happy. We could take those existing standards (“inside
the box”) and get really creative with them. This also applies to aligning with
granting organizations in order to secure funding.

3. First Voice: Involve the opinions of different generations. When you’re doing
historical programming, if you are able, ask people who may have been alive
during that time period. For example, when we were doing a musical piece
about segregation, my father — who was born in Mississippi in 1946 — as a
child lived in a segregated state. I did a video interview with him because he
was a firsthand source. He talked about what it was like being a Black boy in
Mississippi during segregation. His firsthand account and information, words,
and video all really helped to bring life and reality to something that is kind of
foreign or feels “way-back-when” to kids. That also democratized our creative
practice, because I didn’t just go to a history book to get information — I actually
talked to someone who was there, and somebody whose voice during that time
period of segregation definitely would not have been heard or acknowledged.
Similarly, when we would go to schools, particularly middle schools, I always
tried to ask middle schoolers how we could make a workshop better and asked
what they would like to talk about. That was very helpful. When the students
wanted to talk about child sex trafficking, this was a touchy subject, and I had to
clear some things by the teachers and principals of the schools. When we were
able to weave that subject into slavery that took place in this country a couple of
centuries ago, it created a strong connection for those teens and preteens.

(Penny Speaking) When I took over the Women Composers Festival of Hart-
ford, most of our score calls were directed to “emerging composers” with an
age limit of 35. I happened to meet Elizabeth Austin (b. 1938), who had studied
with Nadia Boulanger in the 1950s in Paris, but gave in to societal pressures,
married, had kids, and gave up composing for several decades. She lamented to
me, “What about me? I’m 80 and I never emerged. Where is the score call for
me?” After that, I removed all age limits from WCFH. We started having multi-
generational events. Women who had lived through several feminist movements
began sharing their stories and offering mentorship and friendship to younger
composers. It became a richer experience for everyone!

4. Inclusivity matters. Democracy in action means making sure that everyone’s
voice is heard. Democracy in action means inclusivity in action. | remember one
fifth-grade class that as I walked in, the teacher made sure I knew who the “bad”
kid was. Well. 1, of course, reinterpreted that as “Oh, this is the ‘BAD’ kid? I'm
going to make sure he’s a star of what we do.” I watched that young man, a fifth
grader, and got to know him by asking questions. What I understood was that
he needed more attention. He had learned that the way to get attention was to
engage in difficult behaviors. But he also had a very loud speaking voice, and
he didn’t quite have control over some of his bodily actions. He would some-
times flail his arms or jump up and sit down in class. Even though I have a MA
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in special education, I wasn’t going to diagnose him there. What mattered to
me was trying to find his strengths and bring him into the process. I realized he
liked jumping around and had a loud voice, and I wanted him to be a leader in
the class. So, I asked that young man to stand next to me during our workshop
days, and when I needed something to be done in a call-and-response manner,
I would often ask him to lead the call and response. He loved doing it, and the
class started responding to him. We were able to get some democratization in
the classroom and help him realize that he’s not a failure — he’s a leader.
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THE POWER OF STORYTELLING

Practicing a Culture of Democracy With
Young Students

Kiyoko Motoyama Sims

Introduction

Over the last 25 years I have been involved in the learning space as an educa-
tor, teaching artist, and arts administrator. My experiences include practical class-
room teaching, training educators, developing curriculum, working with students
of diverse ethnicities, socioeconomic backgrounds, abilities, and life experiences
ranging from age five to adulthood; and collaborating with an army of talented
teaching artists. I have seen how arts strategies activate young people’s imagina-
tions and empower them to become critical thinkers and inspired citizens with
intercultural competency. I refer to intercultural competence as the capability to
function effectively across cultures defined in one of the leading cultural com-
petency models, Cultural Intelligence (CQ) (Leung et al., 2014). CQ consists of
four factors — metacognition, cognition, motivation, and behavior (p. 494). Citizens
with intercultural competence appreciate multiple points of view, are aware of their
biases, adjust their behaviors, and take actions towards a more equitable society.
These skills are essential to the culture of democracy, where multiple viewpoints
continue to intersect and evolve. In this chapter, I explore my own growth as a
practitioner and how storytelling and theater strategies create an educational envi-
ronment where students critically examine and transform narratives, participate
in problem-solving through collaboration, develop their intercultural competency
skills, and practice activating their power as change agents.

Background

I was born and raised in Tokyo, Japan. I went to girl’s schools from PreK to 12th
grade, which were feeder schools to the Japan Women’s University (JWU), the
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oldest women’s university in Japan. I attended JWU and graduated with a major in
English, earning a teaching license for middle and high schools. The educational
philosophy at JWU and their feeder schools were fairly liberal in the context of a
male-dominated Japanese society. They nurtured our leadership skills and taught
us that young women have the power to accomplish anything if they put their
minds to it. However, JWU’s pedagogy was predominantly based on the banking
model, where teachers downloaded their knowledge and the students were assessed
based on how much they remembered from the lectures. Arts strategies beyond
the fine arts and performing arts classes were not commonly employed. Teach-
ers did not encourage students to actively question materials presented to them.
Discussion-based or project-based work was rare. As a result, learning opportuni-
ties to develop your own idea, debate, and collaborate with others were limited.
This is not surprising, as Japanese culture cherishes the importance of being part of
the group over individualism.

After graduating from JWU, I moved to the United States to pursue graduate
studies in theater arts. As I built my career as a teaching artist/administrator, my
philosophy towards education pedagogy began to shift. I was fortunate to experi-
ence two significant events which changed my perspective on the power of story-
telling and arts strategies. My first opportunity came when I met Rhodessa Jones,
Co-Artistic Director of Cultural Odyssey and Founder and Director of the Medea
Project based in the San Francisco Bay Area. She invited me to join the Medea Pro-
ject as an associate performing artist in the late 1990s. The Medea Project: Theatre
for Incarcerated Women is “an award winning performance workshop commit-
ted to the personal and social transformation of women” (“Rhodessa Jones & the
Medea Project,” n.d., para. 1).

The Medea Project brought a team of artists and a social worker to the San
Francisco County Jail to work with women inmates. Through storytelling, theater,
dance, and creative writing workshops, we used “The Ugly Duckling” by Hans
Christian Andersen as a framework for the inmates to examine the cause of their
incarceration and reimagine their lives. These workshops led us to create a perfor-
mance piece presented at the Lorraine Hansberry Theater and performed by both
artists and inmates under the direction of Jones. As an assistant to the director and
an associate performing artist, I witnessed how a fairy tale became a springboard
to delve into social justice issues and transformed the narrative to reflect the lives
of inmates. I learned that the story even in the fairy tales was not fixed, and arts
strategies could be used to reshape the story.

The second significant opportunity came when I became a teaching artist with
the Neighborhood Bridges Program (Bridges) at the Children’s Theatre Company
(CTC) in Minneapolis in 2005 and later joined the administrative team. Eventually,
as Director of Community Engagement, I supervised Bridges in collaboration with
Maria Asp, Bridges Program Director at that time. Founded by Jack Zipes, Bridges
is a critical literacy program with the goal of empowering young people to “become
the storyteller of their own lives” (Zipes, 2004, p. 52). The Bridges philosophy
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was grounded in pedagogical framing by Zipes, Gianni Rodari, and Paulo Freire.
It “challenges students to identify the roots of social issues in a story and work
through them collectively” (Sims, 2014, p. 5). Meeting Zipes was a transforma-
tional moment. His pedagogy embraces a student-centered approach, employs the
tales as a framework to deep dive into cultural contexts, and encourages learners to
transform the narrative. During my 15 years at CTC, I saw how storytelling could
nurture young students to open up their minds, develop their social and emotional
learning skills, and become critical and creative thinkers.

My experiences in the Medea Project and the Bridges program helped me realize
the power of storytelling, which fosters participants to activate their imaginations,
cultivate their intercultural competency skills, and practice exercising citizen-
ship as change-makers. Since then, arts strategies have become the bedrock of my
teaching philosophy.

“The Wolf and the Sheep”

I am going to share examples from three genres — fables, stories based on real lives,
and tales from historical events to unpack how students learn from stories and crea-
tive activities.

Fables offer effective framing where students can analyze power structures and
bias embedded in the story. As tales are written as metaphors, young people iden-
tify and challenge social and cultural values in the context of the story. During my
time with the CTC’s Bridges Program we often used strategies to uncover multiple
points of view through the text.

Let’s look into how key strategies were applied in the short fable “The Wolf and
the Sheep” by Aesop. First, students were divided into small groups and asked to
listen to the story from an assigned character’s perspective. In “The Wolf and the
Sheep,” each group can be assigned to the wolves, the sheep, the dogs, or the farm-
ers. It is intentional to use at least one character group which is marginalized in the
story. The participants listened to the tale:

Once, the wolves sent an embassy to the sheep to make a peace treaty between
them for the future. “Why should we continue such deadly strife?” the wolves
asked. “‘The dogs are the cause of it all. They’re constantly barking at us and
provoking us. Send them away, and there will no longer be any obstacle to our
eternal friendship and peace.” The silly sheep listened, and the dogs were dis-
missed. As a result, the flock was deprived of their best protectors, and the sheep
became an easy prey for their treacherous enemies.

(Zipes, 1992, p. 109)

Following the storytelling, each character group held a small group discussion
and shared what they discussed with the whole class. A teaching artist provided
prompts such as “What bothered you about this story?”” “Is there anything missing
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from your character’s point of view?” “Did you have power in the story?” These
prompts are designed to uncover hierarchies and biases through critical literacy.
I refer to critical literacy as “an orientation to reading (listeners/viewers), how
readers position texts, and how texts are positioned within social, cultural, histori-
cal, and political contexts” (Lewis et al., 2010, p. 1). These questions led to rich
discussions. The group of the wolves found themselves to have the most power in
the story, but they often were not comfortable that their characters were portrayed
as villains. The sheep were bothered by how the story described them as “silly,”
and they ended up being victims of injustice. As for the question about power, the
sheep group often said they actually had the power to say “no” to the wolves but
did not exercise their agency. The groups of dogs and farmers did not enjoy being
silenced in the story. I remember students assigned as dogs sharing that they didn’t
even get to say ANYTHING. While the farmers who owned dogs and sheep rec-
ognized their potential power to avoid this tragedy, they did not like the absence.
This discussion revealed multiple perspectives embedded in the text and offered
the springboard for the following creative activities.

After participating in theater games, each character group was asked to create a
short scene reflecting their viewpoint and power. We encouraged students to change
the narrative if they did not agree with the original tale. They could create alterna-
tive endings or the scene which was missing from Aesop’s tale but was important
for their characters. They had about 10—15 minutes to rehearse and perform. Dur-
ing this process, as a teaching artist, [ did not direct the students. I facilitated the
process so that the students could work autonomously. Young people had to nego-
tiate and agree on what scene they wanted to create. If there were disagreements,
they had to work through as a group and resolve on their own.

I witnessed a variety of creative scenes from my students. The wolves’ group
performed a scene preceding this story. The wolves were starved as they had not
eaten for days, and as a result, they planned to attack the sheep out of necessity.
They wanted to show the reason why the wolves had to eat the sheep and justify
their action. The sheep created a scene when they were debating the wolves’ pro-
posal and ended up saying “no” to the wolves. The dogs decided to get involved
and convinced the sheep that wolves were trying to trick them. The other group
of dogs performed the scene where they discussed how to break the news to the
farmers that the sheep were eaten by the wolves. They were afraid of losing their
job as a protector of the farm. The farmers intervened when the wolves came to eat
the sheep. The students enjoyed watching how each group reimagined the Aesop
narrative as the performance afforded a fresh look to the original tale. According
to Lewis et al., creating a new scene by transforming a narrative that “challenge[s]
assumptions of the story or the way the listener is positioned by the story” indi-
cates one of the patterns of critical literacy skills (2010, p. 4). I often noticed that
the groups who were marginalized showed pride after changing the narrative and
regaining their power. They were given opportunities to practice how to advocate
for themselves, deconstruct hierarchies, and address injustice as a change agent.
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At times, students could not come to an agreement, and there was no scene to
perform. In these instances, I used a student-centered approach. I asked the group
to reflect on their rehearsal process and let them identify what they would change
for their future collaboration. As young citizens, they need to learn how to negotiate
and compromise. It is important to provide productive spaces where the students
can experiment, learn from their mistakes, and discover their own collaborative
Strategy.

Fables such as “The Wolf and the Sheep” offer a safe way to introduce the lens of
social justice. Creative tools based on viewpoints allow students to experience the
narrative from the character’s point of view while recognizing the multiple layers
of perspectives in the text. I believe that valuing the other viewpoints, which are
marginalized, and developing empathy is the first step to nurture young citizens’
intercultural competencies. These skills deepen their knowledge and awareness of
others. Performing alternative scenes afford opportunities for the students to exer-
cise critical literacy skills, practice activating their citizenship as a change-maker,
and address social inequity through collaborative problem-solving.

The Paper Bag

I’ll also share my experience of teaching The Paper Bag, a story written by Emily
Dahdah, and look into how the story, based on real-life experiences, fosters the stu-
dents to develop all four factors of their intercultural competency referred to in the
CQ model; motivation, cognition, metacognition, and behavior. In the Twin Cities
area, we work with many Somali American students. In some classrooms, they are
the largest cultural group. Minnesota has the largest Somali American population
in the United States (CBS Minnesota, 2019, para. 1), and Somalis are almost exclu-
sively Muslims (International Institute of Minnesota, 2017, para. 4). According to
Minnesota Compass data between 2015 and 2019, 77.8% of the Somali population
live in the Twin Cities, and 56.9% of them are under 18 (2022).

While the Bridges curriculum included Somali stories, they lacked the contem-
porary tales from the Somali American community. We as Bridges staff wanted
to address this gap as the students needed to see themselves reflected in the cur-
riculum. Culturally relevant curriculum (CRE) with which students identify is one
of the key components to create an educational space that “validat[es] students’
experiences and values” (Bryan-Gooden et al., 2019, p. 4). With a three-year grant
from the Doris Duke Foundation for Islamic Arts’ Building Bridges, we had an
opportunity during 2017-2020 to work with the Somali community, collaborating
with the local writers who wrote tales based on community interviews. One of the
stories was “The Paper Bag,” in which Dahdah reflected experiences of a Somali
American educator in the Twin Cities.

The Paper Bag centered around fictional characters, 13-year-old Fatima, who
traveled to New York City with her 8-year-old brother, Abdul, to visit her mom.
Although Fatima had traveled multiple times on her own, this was the first air travel
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experience for Abdul. As they were waiting to board the plane to New York, both
were subjected to an additional search as another traveler reported that a paper
bag held by Abdul could be a security threat. The paper bag contained his favorite
candies, which his father had given him.

After being cleared by security, Fatima and Abdul boarded the plane only to
find out that they would be sitting next to the lady who reported the paper bag as
a security threat. She demanded the flight attendant find her another seat, but was
told that the plane was full. Although Abdul wanted to go home, Fatima told him,
“I want you on this plane, Abdul” (Dahdah, 2018, p. 2). The story ends as follows:

Fatima and Abdul took their seats, and the woman moved herself as far to the
window as she could and as away from them as possible. Abdul started eating
his candy bars, and Fatima started thinking, “This can’t keep happening.” She
wanted things to change, not so much for herself, but for her brother. She knew
she had to do something.

(Dahdah, 2018, p. 2)

The story illustrates how everyday lives of young Somali Americans are affected
by Islamophobia. Based on teaching in various classrooms and hearing reflections
from other teaching artists, I discovered that The Paper Bag fosters multiple layers
of learning. First, for Somali students, the tale offers the opportunity to provide
leadership in the classroom by sharing their culture and experiences. I remember
observing how Somali students’ engagement deepened when I told this story.

I also saw the profound impact on the students who were not Somali Americans
or Muslims. For these students, this story often landed emotionally and gained cul-
tural knowledge which was different from theirs. Participants were able to develop
CQ cognition, also known as CQ knowledge which is referred as “one’s level of
cultural knowledge or knowledge of the cultural environment” (Goh, 2012, p. 401).

Following the discussion, I asked the students to develop alternative endings
and reminded them that they could change the narrative if it bothered them. I was
always amazed by their creativity. In one scene, two passengers volunteered to
switch their seats with Fatima and Abdul so that they did not have to sit next to the
woman. In another scene, several passengers took out their cell phones and started
filming as the woman began complaining. As a result, she became quiet. I also
saw the scene where the flight attendant asked the woman to leave the plane. All
the scenes had a common thread; the students wanted to help Fatima and Abdul
and find a way to practice their agency. It was heartwarming to observe how par-
ticipants wanted to empower two young characters and find possible strategies to
intervene. By creating alternative scenes, the young people recognized the power
of bystanders and reshaped the narrative by using their critical thinking and col-
lectively problem-solving as young citizens.

This theater activity fosters students to develop metacognitive, motivational, and
behavioral facets of CQ. By analyzing the original ending, which was unsettling
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to many of the students, they became aware of the complex cultural interactions
among characters on the airplane and worked together to create an alternative end-
ing. This process reflects metacognition, also referred to as CQ strategy, which
“can be described as one’s level of awareness and ability to plan in light of the cul-
tural understanding” (Goh, 2012, p. 401). It also shows the sign of a motivational
factor: they all wanted to reconstruct the narrative to support Fatima and Abdul.
Performing a newly constructed ending reflects behavioral intercultural compe-
tency, which is considered as CQ action/behavior, “the level of adaptation when
relating . . . in culturally diverse situations” (Goh, 2012, p. 402).

The 1963 Children’s Crusade

The 1963 Children’s Crusade, a story based on the Children’s March, creates an
opportunity to examine the historically important, but often overlooked, moments
from the young characters’ point of view. By living inside of characters’ viewpoints
through creative activities, participants deepen their intercultural capabilities by
expanding their cultural knowledge and awareness of complex thought processes.

The Children’s March took place in Birmingham, Alabama, in May 1963. Thou-
sands of African American children successfully carried out the march under the
leadership of Rev. James Bevel, Rev. Ralph Abernathy, and Dr. Martin Luther King
(Clark, 2021, para. 15). These leaders originally wanted to organize African Ameri-
can adults to march against segregation. However, it was too risky for adults, as
they could lose their jobs or house. As a result, children were recruited. During
the span of several days, thousands of children marched, got arrested, and over-
whelmed the system. The Children’s March “moved President John F. Kennedy
to express support for federal civil rights legislation and the eventual passage of
the Civil Rights Act of 1964” (National Museum of African American History and
Culture, n.d., para. 3).

I worked with a writer, Greer Lichtenberg, who developed the 1963 Children's
Crusade based on available research materials. The story is written through the
viewpoint of three African American high school students who participated in the
march. The narrative reveals how they had to weigh the risks of joining the Civil
Rights Movement and work through challenges by participating in the march.

I taught this story to elementary to high school students and saw a powerful
impact. The tale made a strong connection to the students, as the narrative was
told from the young students’ viewpoints, relevant to their age group. One of the
theater strategies I often utilize is to show the spectrum of students’ thoughts in the
classroom space. This activity is particularly effective to develop their intercul-
tural capabilities in the area of cognition/knowledge and metacognition/strategy.
For instance, following the storytelling, I asked the high school students to imagine
themselves as teenagers recruited to participate in the Children’s Crusade. If they
were going to the march, they could stand towards the left side of the classroom.
If they were not, they could move towards the right side of the classroom. If they
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were not sure, they could stand in the middle. The students are encouraged to stand
on any part of the spectrum, as often these thoughts are not easily divided into
yes or no. In this classroom, most of them stood towards “yes,” and some stayed
in the middle. I asked volunteers to share the reasons for their decisions. Most of
them wanted to participate as they believed in the cause. Students who were sup-
portive of the march but expressed concerns about their safety decided to stay in
the middle.

Next, I told the students that they were a parent of an African American child
recruited to participate in the march. If they allowed their child to go, they could
move towards the left. If they did not allow their child to march, they could stand
towards the right. This time, selecting where to stand was not easy. The high school
students took time to think through their options and picked their place carefully.
I noticed most of them stood towards “no,” a few students stood in the middle, and
a couple of them stood in the “yes” area. I invited students to share their reasoning.
One student, standing on the right side of the room, said that there was a possibil-
ity of their child getting hurt and they would like their child to stay home. Another
student who stood in the “yes” area mentioned that they believed in the cause of
the Civil Rights Movement and wanted to honor their child’s decision. After the
comments, some participants recognized their bias, changed their mind, and moved
from the “no” to the “yes” area. Stepping inside of the character’s mind led stu-
dents to deepen their respect towards march participants and their parents as they
found making decisions in pivotal moment of history difficult.

This exercise visualizes the complexity of the decision-making process. It
encourages the students to see multiple viewpoints simultaneously, and allows
them to change their minds by hearing other’s perspectives. This strategy nur-
tures the fluidity of the storyline; the narrative is never fixed. This activity offers
students to gain cultural knowledge by embodying the character’s minds in the
historically charged moment and practice their strategy — how to be aware of oth-
ers’ decision-making process, check their biases, and make a plan to change their
opinion (Goh, 2012, p. 401). All these factors are essential capabilities for intercul-
tural competency.

I often ended my teaching by asking the students about the issues they feel
strongly about and letting them explore actionable steps towards their cause
through writing. I heard a variety of topics, including racial justice, gender equity,
environmental issues, LGBTQ rights, and immigration. I wanted my students to
apply their learning to their lives and start activating their power and agency as
future leaders.

Conclusion

Implementation of stories with creative activities has generated multiple levels of
learning and a culture of democracy in educational spaces. First, storytelling offers
a framework where students develop critical literacy skills, including questioning
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the text, uncovering the roots of social and cultural contexts embedded in the nar-
rative, and reimagining the story.

Second, introducing culturally relevant stories fosters deep engagement among
all learners. The students who find close connection to the story cherish their
opportunity to take a leadership role, while others challenge their assumptions and
expand their viewpoints. As a result, young people value their own voices and learn
how multiple viewpoints can coexist and be appreciated.

Third, as most arts strategies require group activities, students develop their col-
laboration skills, another essential tool for young citizens. Whether the learners are
discussing the story or performing a new scene, they need to work together and
solve problems collectively. Because of the student-centered approach, students
are positioned to lead, advocate, negotiate, compromise, and achieve consensus as
a group. I have seen that navigating through challenges and finding their own solu-
tions only strengthens the development of their interpersonal and leadership skills.

Finally, the storytelling and theater activities allow students to develop all four
factors of intercultural competency — CQ motivation, cognition/knowledge, meta-
cognition/strategy, and behavior/action. Listening to and analyzing a story from a
character’s point of view and playing theater games allows the students to be in
someone else’s skin and empathize with the character’s emotion. When learners are
exposed to the characters that differ from their background, they expand their cul-
tural knowledge and deepen their awareness in cross-cultural understanding. As the
participants validate the character’s perspective and identify injustice, they explore
strategies to change the text, reflecting their social justice values, and take action by
devising an alternative scene, empowering marginalized characters. These activi-
ties lead students to realize their power as change-makers.

It is my hope that storytelling and arts strategies can be actively integrated in
a variety of learning spaces where learners develop their creativity, deepen their
global perspectives, and, as a result, become critical thinkers and citizens with
intercultural competency. I encourage both educators and students to collaborate
and create a culture of democracy where young citizens continue shaping their
narrative with confidence, practicing their agency as future leaders and actively
contributing to a global society with ever-shifting paradigms.
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INTRODUCTION TO CIVIC PROCESSES
Get With It: A Play of Civic Processes

Roberto Bedoya

The chapters in Part Four, Civic Processes tell the story of “get with it,” as my mom
would say when her children complained about an injustice, a challenge, a problem
that asked for a creative response. “Get with it!” lingers in me as a drive that figures
the ethics and aesthetics in civic life, in our nation’s democracy. It lingers in me via
the dramaturgy of cultural and public policy mindful of the setting, the script, the
stage, the blocking, the settings, and the performance that brings democracy into
being. I came to reflect on the dramaturgy of policymaking through the writings of
the scholar Maarten Hajer, a Dutch political scientist and regional planner associ-
ated with the argumentative turn in policy analysis in the field of public policy.
Another writer of influence is the Canadian poet Robin Blaser, who said:

Cultural condition always approaches what we mean by the word “world” or
the process of composing one. . . . The world is never separately — by simplic-
ity’s trick — social, political, artistic, or sacred, but, rather, it is made up of an
entanglement of discourses having to do with men, women, earth and heaven.
(Blaser, 1993, p. 18)

Democracy is a slippery and complex entanglement as experienced by this cul-
tural practitioner, policymaker, and haunted poet-paladin. My love of entangle-
ments comes with the work of prompting engagements via arts and culture in civil
life and the composing it ensues. My love of policy is linked to the arguments made
that employ political, public, and poetic will that is manifest in societal support
systems. My love of the poet-paladin is for the ways of making meaning employed
in producing democracy that involves the muses, the knights, the interlopers, the
explorers, the social visions, the doubts in the complexity of it all.

DOI: 10.4324/9781003475996-20



168 Roberto Bedoya

This reflection on the essays is also a reflection of entanglements, governance,
and imagination that shapes our troubled democracy and demands that we keep
open democracy as a process that can imagine and support our civic imagination,
our lives together as a “We the People.” How? To that end, these chapters offer
some thoughts on proceedings and the cultures of democracy and stories about
pathways.

SETTING Wiring #1

Mom story: At the end of her life (she lived to 95), she was bed-ridden, not in
pain but fragile with a wandering mind. I was visiting her; she was living with my
sister, and when it was time to leave, I said my goodbye, left, and was walking
down the hallway from her room and she announced “Mijito,” beckoning me back.
I returned and she said, “I know why you are so social.” I smiled and said “Okay —
why?” ... “Well I was pregnant with you in ’51 and was going door to door in our
neighborhood and registering all the Mexican-Americans in the neighborhood to
vote. So you’ve been to a hundred doors before you were even born!” I laughed,
thinking “yup.”

SETTING Wiring #2

Irene Story: In 1989, I participated in Maria Irene Fornes’s INTAR Hispanic
Playwrights Lab in New York City, which was profound, life-enriching, and a gift.
Irene was a genius. From her workshop I am still unpacking what I learned about
imagination and poetic will — art as order, disorder; beauty as plural; mystery as
god; paradoxes as royalty.

Sitting at the workshop table, discovering how I love characters, love drama,
and have little appetite for the “play” with “acts” and predictable actions (e.g., the
gun appears on the stage and the inevitable shot). I am mindful of the conditions of
learning, whether it is through art, dialogue, or argumentation, how one also needs
to be aware of its performative dimensions. Irene’s workshop experience shaped
my career as a cultural worker and how I understand cultural policy as a form of
administration and a form of critical inquiry, and to that end the labors of being a
deliberative practitioner — a poet-paladin. The poetic will, the world of composing
meaning coupled with public will and political will that shapes civic life.

The collected chapters in this section speak to the actions of democracy in mak-
ing. Let’s imagine them as a play that looks at how policy and imagination condi-
tion each other. Let’s call it:

Get With It: Civic Process

Form:

A comedy of errors
A melodrama

A tragedy

A musical

A farce
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A opera
All of the above plus, plus

Characters:

Government
Governance
Artist
Bureaucrat
Policy
Imagination

The Setting:

Your Locale

The Set:

Across America, the utopian ideal of “We the People” that brings into being
the porous and promiscuous dynamic of the culture of civic life.

Blocking/Stage Actions:

Lisa Jo Epstein

Epstein offers up the ethical and aesthetic ways that community engagement
practices are relational. She illuminates in her essay that being in relation to
one’s own social positionality, the politics of resource and position, time, is
not the transactional frame of relationships but being in relation, which is to
lean into transformation — the democratic actions of civic life.

Script:

Karen Mack with Elizabeth Cho

The narrative of story circles as a tool to organize people that prompts
democracy via visions and development of an inclusive and just society.
The story circle as form of movement organizing that builds social capital.

Vincent Russell

Civic health — its condition and animation through civic engagement events
that foreground “fun” generates agency among the players and enlivens our
civic imagination as a keystone of participatory democracy and well-being
of civic life.
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Actors:

Johanna K. Taylor, Amanda Lovelee, and Mallory Ruksana Nezam

Reimagining democracy through the work of building trust in the ways of
government. They map the impact of various cultural practices from deep
listening to collaborative performance, where the creative work of artists
trouble and push government systems into the sphere of governance pro-
cesses that enliven our civic imagination.

Bronwyn Mauldin and Artists 4 Democracy

The developments of Radical Democracy and Radical Imagination in our
democratic processes via networking and organizing for a just society.
Defending democracy through civic engagement.

The essays referred to Part Four address art, culture, and democracy through multi-
ple acts of imagination. “Get With It” as theater, where the conditions of civic life:
violence and love shape our how we fit together our Civic Imagination — the inter-
section of the Civic Body — policy, governance and the public realm — and Creative
Practice. How we imagine our lives together via design, movement, sound, and
visual culture. The cultures of democracy are embedded in the “We” of processes,
in our civic imagination.

Artists and cultural workers who choose as a subject of artistic inquiries the
“We” ideals of democracy, the social and political aspiration of groups, or
the social contracts and obligation in civil society, understand and engage with the
public sphere. In their practices and work these artists often feed the mechanism
of persuasion that affect cultural and public policies, and affect the aesthetic and
emotional ways of the public, which these chapters illuminate.

Projects described in Part Four speak to the decision-making processes of delib-
erative democracy at the level of affect, metaphor, and judgment and justification.
These practices construct meaning and produce knowledge that brings into being
a public. This form of artist claim-making also enters into the social action of poli-
cymaking through transformative learning, which allows for an understanding of
experience and narrative as important components of the policy process. This sort
of artistic practice calls into question the role of the citizen and expert, or citizens
and experts in this process and the relationship between them by unhinging the
authoritative cage that the expert(s), e.g., the elected official or the scholar may
assert that forecloses possibilities and discovery revealed by the cultural practices
of civic processes.

AsTam an arts manager, my entanglements with policy are linked to understand-
ing of the dramaturgy of policymaking and its impulses. How the social actions of
policymaking and the social actions of imagination generate a never-ending play
of scenes, actions, characters that prompt our civic life, our belonging. That the
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composing of the world of a fully realized democracy asks for an awareness of the
sovereignty of context at play in locales, in relation to phenomenological ways of
our being. That the argument one makes for advancement of the cultures of democ-
racy need to argue for discovery, poetics, engagement, coming into being that is the
future. A never-ending story of a commitment to figuring it out — figuring it out as
to sculpt how we advance our democratic best selves, understanding how beauty is
an articulation of how we imagine our lives together, and understand our relation
to the land, other species, and the heavens.

Reference

Blaser, R. (1993). Recovery of the public world. In E. Alderson, R. Blaser, & H. Coward
(Eds.), Reflections on cultural policy: Past, present and future (p. 18). The Calgary Insti-
tute for the Humanities.



12

DEMOCRACY IS IN THE MAKING

Just Act’s Model for Rehumanizing
Community Engagement

Lisa Jo Epstein

Introduction

The invitation to contribute a chapter about my model for resident-driven, arts- and
community-based engagement in planning and development led me to critically
reflect on my social practice art and how I’ve learned through lived experience
that democracy is in the making. Imagining democracy, like imagining utopia, can
cease to be a product to be procured, but a direction to pursue through purposeful
practice that will take “us to another place” (Duncombe & Lambert, 2021) where
pernicious patterns of an oppressive democracy built on racial capitalist othering
no longer reign. The predominant conception of democracy can never be the end-
point or solution to our current social and political morass because systems of
domination and racism that we have propagated under the guise of democracy have
led us to the trenchantly unjust world we now inhabit. I proffer the idea of democ-
racy as an experiential creative process of awareness and culture-building that we,
as a multiracial populace, can choose to practice in order to collectively rebuild our
community, not the community. When we consider democracy as an ever-evolving,
embodied practice, then wonder, care, and curiosity about why, what was and is,
and what is emerging are welcomed into the room as our teachers and guides for
decision-making.

In 2015, I founded Just Act in Philadelphia as an applied theater, arts, and story-
based catalyst for healing, change, and activism to build a just world. In an effort to
contribute towards building “a world of belonging without othering” (Othering and
Belonging Institute, n.d.), I structured Just Act’s creative placemaking engagement
initiatives between 2015 and 2022, in partnership with residents and community
development corporations serving their neighborhoods, to foster awareness of and
to catalyze new relational practices — to ourselves and to each other — through

DOI: 10.4324/9781003475996-21
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interactions that yielded embodied knowledge and a felt-sense of mutuality, con-
nection, and solidarity. Arts-based, resident-led activities rehumanized the plan-
ning and community engagement process, dissipating distrust and skepticism while
greatly strengthening each assembled group’s abilities to flex the muscles of their
personal, collective, and civic imaginations around a multitude of issues as well as
honoring their gifts, needs, dreams, and visions.

Leaving behind a fixed paradigm of what resident engagement should be, and
replacing it with a flexible, creative process that connects us with each other and
grows a sense of belonging to something larger, requiring all to be involved,
reminds me of what happens in a devised theater creation process. A collective
of diverse people, guided by a felt-sense of possibility, join to make something
visible outside themselves from something invisible inside about which they care
and desire to publicly share. Participation in new critical, creative exchanges relies
on, and respectfully takes into account, each person’s lived experiences. Valuing
multiple social and cultural perspectives, they are committed to be in service to
each other. As co-creators, they share personal stories and ideas through words,
images, and improvisation, externalizing hidden emotions, experiences, and per-
spectives. Bearing witness to, and generously receiving each other’s stories while
participating in a collective journey towards the unknown, all are changed and
newly accountable to one another. Together, they weave a future creation in form
and content reflective of a pluralistic perspective.

We Are All Civic Artists

Adopting the definition of democracy as a creative process transforms everyone’s
role into that of civic artist. Guided by a shared vision for social justice that has
not yet manifested, through conscious practice we can develop the capacity to be
changed by listening and receiving from others, while learning, like theater artists, to
accept that ideas may be preserved, built upon, edited, or edited out. As civic artists,
our work becomes a daily, social practice of making, constructively reflecting on
that making, then remaking “ways of being in space together that help us see beyond
false constructs of superiority and inferiority without asking us to sacrifice what has
shaped us” (Brown, 2021). Democracy, therefore, as a social process horizontally
activated by civic artists, can be considered the ultimate act of public creativity.
Upon accepting our role as civic artists, the terms defining community engage-
ment change: process, risk, and playful experimentation meaningfully take center
stage, where product/overproductivity, defensiveness, and fear traditionally
reigned. There is a shift in thought and action from reactive to relational; from per-
fectionism and problem-solving to inquiry, curiosity, and possibility-making; from
outcome-driven to process-based; from fast to flexible; from scarcity to abundance
and dignity. As our art is a daily, ever-evolving practice, no proverbial curtain will
rise and fall, so we should not expect applause for our actions, as Rev. angel Kyodo
williams reminds us (Kyodo williams, 2022). But we might feel unexpected joy.
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Unlike typical planning and creative placemaking projects, Just Act’s process
can be considered our art product. In “recognition that the diversity of cultures
nourishes human creativity,” meaningful engagement co-designed and led by
cross-neighborhood and cross-sector stakeholders-turned-civic artists is key for
animating peers to exercise their imagination, intelligence, and collective wisdom
in a public way (Polayni Levitt in Kennedy, 1996). I call this work an art-powered
practice for bridge-building between the way residents emotionally experience
where they live and how developers and city stakeholders reflect on a neighbor-
hood’s status.

What'’s Identity Got to Do With It?

I find the Emergent Strategy Ideation Institute’s question “How do we get in right
relationship with change?” a productive framework for reflecting on my role as a
social practice artist dedicated to embodied social justice (Emergent Strategy Idea-
tion Institute, n.d.). To get in right relationship with change, I must first acknowl-
edge my positionality. As Just Act’s principal artist-facilitator who is white-bodied,
middle class, a cisgender woman, heterosexual, mostly able-bodied, Jewish, with
decades practicing Theatre of the Oppressed and facilitating arts and community-
based engagement planning projects primarily with Black and Brown residents,
I am constantly learning about experiences of social injustice and oppression as
the participants with whom I join are living them. I’'m always learning about and
unlearning ways I’ve been conditioned to think and act as a white-bodied person
with unearned privilege — such as the ability to enter and leave certain neighbor-
hoods, or assumptions I’ve been told to have about such neighborhoods — and how
to be accountable to my BIPOC collaborators. Positioned as a trusted “arts partner”
for community engagement, I purposefully leverage my privilege as creative con-
vener to decenter white-body supremacy by introducing strategic arts-based pro-
cesses that interrupt habitual power differentials and promote a sense of belonging.
Residents are positioned as leaders, co-creators, and decision-makers who shape
every layer of a project.

Community Engagement Is a Racist System

The city planner Marie Kennedy defines “real community development as combin-
ing material development with the development of people.” Kennedy’s use of the
word “real” points to habitual practices as not real, since they ignore the “inter-
relationship of economic, physical and social development” (Kennedy, 1996).
Proactively rebuilding our social, human architecture and economy that is led by,
for, and with Black, Brown, and Indigenous people who have been systematically
overlooked and excluded from civic processes must be valued as much as changes
in physical improvements. However, pairing the trajectories of place and people is
not the norm because the vertical system of community engagement, like that of
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urban design, is “built on a system of privilege, the extraction of resources from the
colonised and capitalist ways of doing” (Hormazabal et al., 2021, p. 126). Physical
improvements are a tangible, quantifiable product, while growing people power is
not. It flips the script on the structurally unjust and undemocratic system of power-
over by centering residents as authors of a new narrative that supports power with
and within. Such “people” outcomes are not measurable with standard forms of
evaluation.

In a society riven by systemic inequity and inequality, my experiences of resident
participation in neighborhood planning for equitable development have shaped
my understanding of the constructive role engagement could play in catalyzing
social change and social justice if only thinking shifted “about who is in charge
and where power resides” (Block, 2008). Normative community engagement prac-
tices are typically focused on achieving inclusivity “wins” (i.e., diversity of public
input from numbers of people in “the community”). Without purposeful activa-
tion and commitment to social justice, such engagement amounts to “inclusion
without belonging.” This is not to say that gathering analytical information isn’t
productive and necessary. However, in the widely practiced engagement scenario
that perpetuates “in-and-out groups, often by race and place,” residents are consid-
ered beneficiaries, not leaders and deciders. Surveys, focus groups, charettes, town
halls, or even listening sessions are practices characterized by fixed notions of how
residents are expected to show up in order to serve or confirm what is frequently a
predetermined vision.

Staci Haines (2023), a leader in the field of somatics, says, “We become what
it is we practice,” prompting us to look anew at what constitutes practice. In an
unpublished webinar, Haines asks, “What purposeful practices are connected to
what’s the difference we want to make in the world.” If we are always practicing
something reflective of our principles, then conventional community engagement
practices repeat a racist, top-down, power-over model which “assumes that the
repository of knowledge is in the planners” and lead organizers (Kennedy, 1996).
In reasserting white dominant cultural practice of seeing Black and Brown resi-
dents not for the individuals they are, but as groups to be counted and controlled
by limited and limiting interaction, such practices negate the breadth, depth, and
humanity of who is in the room.

Take it from “T,” a 54-year-old African American woman and veteran who grew
up in Eastern North Philly. T was a member of the Community Action Team — aka
the CAT — for Just Act’s 20202022 project with Philadelphia’s HACE Commu-
nity Development Corporation called Restore-Reimagine-Rebuild Rivera Rec and
Mann Older Adult Center. When asked about the role of community engagement
in planning, she candidly declared:

We are used to being told what to do, dictated to, told what we need and how we
are going to get it. We are never truly listened to. People can’t be rolled over all
the time like we are rolled over.?
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If transforming relationality is the keystone on which our swing to equitable
democracy depends, community engagement practices must be rehumanized
by creating conditions for new possibilities to emerge. In the rest of this chap-
ter, I endeavor to make meaning of my decades-long experience collaborating
with Black and Brown residents in neighborhoods harmed by ongoing system-
atic racial and economic discrimination and marginalization. To demonstrate how
I have restructured neighborhood engagement practices in pursuit of the difference
I seek to make in my city, I describe salient elements from the 2020-2022 project,
Restore-Reimagine-Rebuild Rivera Rec & Mann Older Adult Center (RRR).

Structural Change Needs Structure

Restructure Language

bell hooks wrote, “Definitions are vital starting points for the imagination. What
we cannot imagine cannot come into being” (Hooks, 2018). Rehumanizing com-
munity engagement begins with consciously choosing the words “resident-driven”
and “community-based” to reflect an embodied commitment to racial justice and
dismantling structural inequality from the inside out. N, the Afro-Latina Story
Engagement Team Coordinator for RRR, explained that “Just Act serves the needs
right in the community, partnering with organizations and groups whose mission
and heart are centered in community.” While a language shift may seem slight, it is
the opposite: as a declaration of values, renaming the process is an accountability
practice.

Restructure Project Planning

RRR took place in the predominantly LatinX Fairhill neighborhood of Eastern
North Philadelphia. Fairhill’s poverty level is 40.6%, and, with adjacent neighbor-
hoods, is known more for the drug markets and crime than the social capital — assets
and untapped capacities — of those who live there. Here, “the reality of concerns
surrounding local crime and the rippling effects of addiction coupled with limited
recreation and educational opportunities served as the backdrop” (Semerod, 2017).

Step 1: Pre Show

RRR began as an invitation from the Hispanic Association Contractor Enterprises —
aka HACE — who were managing over $15 million of physical renovations of a
municipal building divided between youth recreation and older adults via Philadel-
phia’s citywide Rebuild initiative, with support from the Philadelphia Association
of CDC’s (PACDC). From my 2017 project Art-Powered Places, also supported
by PACDC, I knew that HACE was committed to ideological transformation at the
individual, collective, and institutional levels as to why and how residents should
be engaged. They had demonstrated intentionality and readiness to invest and
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commit quality staff time on an arts-based project led by residents wherein profes-
sional staff would function as listeners and guides bringing knowledge, strategies,
and networks to support project actualization. Collaboration was “not just for pro-
ject goals but to model the value of collective action” at a local level, supporting
social cohesion and strengthening belonging that would be “effective in facilitating
community change” (Semerod, 2017).

Imagine this:

It’s February 2020, our first official Rebuild meeting after a year of pre-planning.
We warmly greet each other as we gather around well-worn folding tables in the
community room where, three years earlier, I had introduced them to arts-based
tools and methods for collaborative planning. Harry, HACE’s Director of Opera-
tions, bustles into the room, an oversized roll of paper under his arm. Harry grew up
in Fairhill, and Rivera Rec was pivotal to guiding him as a young man towards the
role he now plays as a neighborhood leader. Carefully, we each hold down edges of a
technical blueprint, ink marking our fingertips. I had been invited to implement Just
Act’s cultural organizing and planning model to capture residents’ visions for archi-
tectural renovations of the beloved Centers. Naturally, I thought this blueprint would
outline their dilapidated state. When Harry announced that these were the architect’s
final renovation designs, I was incredulous. I leaned in, trespassing forward as if a
closer look would reveal otherwise. Alas, no. The project was over before it began.

sk

Step 2: Establish Core Co-Creators

With architectural renovations complete, I was determined to block further “roll-
ing over” residents and interrupt racialized capitalist practices where residents are
seen only as the end user, not the designers and decision-makers. I suggested we
build on the community visioning from Art-Powered Places, and invite residents
to co-create their own “people’s blueprint” for change to meaningfully address
deep cracks and fissures in Fairhill’s social architecture. Residents would collec-
tively write a community and culturally responsive plan for remodeling Center
programming rooted in their values and visions. The blueprint would also map out
an alternative economic development plan, like a teaching artist model, wherein
local residents and groups, identified by neighbors for their skills and talent, would
be hired to teach programs expressly desired by their neighbors. With a shared
commitment to developing a community-driven vision for change, the HACE staff
embraced this shift. The project was able to begin.

Imagine this:

It is March 2020. Panic and fear of COVID-19 abound. Staring at your computer
screen during the first meeting of the newly formed CAT, 12 Zoom squares hint at
our social lives beyond the square: a white wall with a lone guitar propped in the
corner; a cacophony of color on a bookshelf; a blur of indeterminacy as if caught
by a slow shutter speed; a big fuzzy cat. How do we grow social solidarity amidst
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social distancing, disconnection, uncertainty, and fragmentation? Create online,
embodied practices that prompt on-camera interaction so we can be in relationship
to one another in the present moment while recognizing the constant, seemingly
inexorable loss brought about by COVID-19. Bear witness to how others are expe-
riencing the world while bringing forth our shared humanity.

sk

The CAT was the wisdom centerpiece circle of doers and decision-makers: inter-
generational, multiracial and cross-sector, comprised of local artists, community
leaders, residents previously active in the shuttered Centers, with representatives of
city stakeholder organizations and HACE staff. The CAT met weekly on Zoom for
almost two years, collectively steering the project through 18 months of engage-
ment activities: imagining, framing, designing, assembling, collaborating, execut-
ing, and evaluating. From initial wariness to genuine relationships, CAT members
built bonds in artistic activism and care that exist to this day.

The CAT Practices

To develop trust and familiarity with creative strategies for engagement and action-
planning, I facilitated arts-based activities during CAT meetings that would be fea-
tured in the project’s future events, such as the Story Circle Process® and story data
harvesting adapted from the Art of Hosting and Orton’s Heart & Soul, alongside
typical strategic planning tools like visioning exercises, neighborhood network
mapping, and social power analyses. This unexpectedly participatory, creative
approach resulted in new kinds of conversation, knowledge, and awareness while
cultivating a shared sense of belonging and accountability. It cultivated collective
experience with, and individual understanding of, the ways in which the structure
of an applied arts process could productively counter isolation by growing social
cohesion, enlivening meaningful participation, dialogue, and connection across
differences. The CAT customized the entire project’s voice and focus. For example,
after the launch of each act, the CAT shared their felt-experiences and event obser-
vations then collectively made adjustments based on what had emerged. Declaring
project ownership of the CAT, one member described it this way:

The neighborhood is our business. The CAT makes sure the community is
engaged, consulted and involved in decision-making in the neighborhood. We
make sure that the people with the funds and power know they are not the only
ones who are making decisions.

Widen the Project Planning Circle

Every step of my model expands who participates and what they practice when par-
ticipating so as to alter habitual relationality, change the nature of the conversation,
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prompting new ideas and perspectives to emerge. To further expand the redistribu-
tion of power, project leadership, networking and relationship-building, I created
a Story Engagement Team, aka the SET, consisting of eight residents who were
intergenerational, multiracial, bilingual, and of varying physical abilities. After
auditioning online, the SET trained with me to become an ensemble of keen lis-
teners and improvisers, meticulously practicing Story Circle facilitation and story
harvesting while learning how to perform story gift-backs.

During Act I, called “Fairhill Story Circles,” each SET member sensitively sup-
ported participants to share stories about meaningful experiences at the Centers
that yielded personal discovery or a sense of belonging. Animating competencies
developed in rehearsal, the SET modeled empathy, curiosity, and respect for each
teller’s dignity, thus avoiding habits of “hegemony and domination of some mem-
bers of the community” over others and promoting “equality in their interactions
and relationships” (Seppala et al., 2021). Interrupting patterns of isolation, distrust,
and ongoing trauma, coupled with cynicism and skepticism that resident voices
would ever matter, the formation and animation of the CAT and the SET contrib-
uted to the co-creation of a localized, multiracial, democratic civic culture rooted in
connection, mutual care, multi-vocality, and shared sense of possibility. Refound-
ing democracy was in the making.

Step 3: The Acts, Restructuring How and Where Residents Gather

Act I: Story Circles and Gift-Backs

Brene Brown’s comment that “Stories are data with a soul” has always spoken to
my heart, and given credence to how I have designed practices for cultural organ-
izing that purposefully build space for stories out of which emerges actionable
data. “Each stage of the process [named] ‘Act’ created a more defined and for-
mal path to organize the information gathered from participants so that it could be
used to support resident-driven decisions for programming upon completion of the
centers’ renovations” (Semerod, 2022). Setting the stage for all project events, Act
I upended assumptions about traditional civic and/or planning meetings, starting
with the principle that all residents were civic artists who were invited to “Get in
on the Act.”

Decentralizing where community gatherings took place, the CAT identified and
invited different organizations to host the Fairhill Story Circles so as to best reach
and respect neighborhood stakeholders. The unlikely spaces selected to reach nor-
mally excluded participants ranged from an overgrown vacant lot animated by a
teen girl soccer club to generic community rooms at older adult centers catering
to the LatinX population where the bilingual SET members assured that all voices
were heard.

Imagine this:

You walk up the steps of a sleek, modern building that houses Taller Puertor-
riqueno, a thriving Puerto Rican art gallery and education center, a cultural haven
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FIGURE 12.1 A group of people sitting in a circle in a soccer field. Photograph by the
author.

amidst aging row homes with gentrified housing poking up and the largest open-air,
city drug market marking the adjacent neighborhood. The bright room undulates
with an infectious beat from two African American master drummers, the sun rip-
pling through floor-to-ceiling windows, while the enticing scent of locally made
pastelillos entices you. A team of neighbors in matching bright yellow or turquoise
T-shirts dot the space like fireflies, joyfully inviting you to sit in the constellation
of small tables. Nourished by laughter, smiles, music and good food, you wonder
how this could possibly be a community meeting.

Fok

In the Art-Powered Places model, participants and resident leaders consistently
engage in small acts of healing and repair, demonstrating “social activism that
is body-centered” (Menakem, 2017, p. 237). Act I opened courageous space for
neighbors to meaningfully share the mic. Both online and in-person, emotional plu-
rality bloomed, the rooms overflowing with a refreshing sense of ease and collec-
tive effervescence. People’s bodies relaxed while remaining dynamically present,
reminding us all that joy is a form of justice.* What emerged from the effusion of
feelings and emotional responses was a waterfall of knowledge about important
activities from the past, the impact of personal experiences at the Centers, and the
values embedded therein. From re-seeing their past and present, neighbors were
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invited to organize around what neighbors were for, not fighting against, by articu-
lating their visions for future programming to meet personal and collective needs
in order to thrive.

Gift It Back

When piloting this model in 2015 to counter extractive engagement processes that
depleted and defeated community members, I hatched the idea of “gift-backs” to
literally give residents a gift at the conclusion of the Story Circles that acknowl-
edged and validated individual and group contributions. To that end, pulling from
my practices in Playback Theatre and Theatre of the Oppressed, I trained SET
members to create short, performative gifts to reflect back the individual and col-
lective consciousness of who was in the room, declaring that everyone’s voices,
vision, and emotions had a place in the planning process. One Act I participant
expressed their felt-sense of how this process contributed to personal affirmation
and communal connection when saying,

I really appreciated this. It made me feel really safe and seen. Your tears during
your story made me feel like I know you. Then how powerful it is when you get
feedback through the giftbacks and to feel seen. I value this process.

Further demonstrating that the arts don’t exist in isolation, but can support commu-
nity resilience and unity, M, who is a 40-something LatinX man, drew a direct link
between his experience in the Story Circle and gift-backs to everyday life:

Imagine if a community had teamwork like that. And if a neighbor could col-
laborate, maybe there’d be less violence; if adults could express themselves
with each other like in the Story Circles, maybe they’d better understand each
other. If people could communicate and respond before you react, maybe you’d
meet someone you didn’t know that went through the same thing as you. I think
more could happen in our community.

Act Il: Data Jams

For Act II, I created a Data Jam board game, in collaboration with the CAT, to
craft specific building blocks of the blueprint. To play the game, residents had to
catalog, analyze, and make collective decisions about past and future Center pro-
grams, underpinned by the neighborhood’s values as identified in Act I. Through
acts of participatory play, the Data Jam served as another “wonder intervention”
in community engagement default settings, offering fun and purposeful ways for
participants to slow down and interact with each other in unexpected ways, yield-
ing unexpected results (Davis, 2021).

Whether a Data Jam session took place during a torrential downpour turning
streets into rivers, or the thick heat of the second floor of an un-air-conditioned
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FIGURE 12.2 Five people, with their bodies in different shapes, wave multi-colored
scarves. Photography by the author.

clubhouse packed with energetic kids and a sprinkling of caregivers, playing the
Data Jam game delighted players and catalyzed a kind of focused aliveness and
connectedness. “I felt electricity in the air,” said one Data Jam participant. “There
was an enthusiasm there that I appreciated. I felt the positive activity, positiveness,
that’s the vibe I got. And urgency.” Our Participatory Evaluator Mary Elizabeth
Semerod called the Data Jam game an “interactive community-led needs assess-
ment” that “reinforced the importance of arts-based participatory methods of
community-based engagement to restore, reimagine and rebuild” (Semerod, 2022).

Lively conversation buoyed by faith in the power of shared humanity was
coupled with a sense of co-responsibility for completing the game. One player
explained the power of the participatory atmosphere where each simultaneously
led and learned from each other in this way:

I participated in the game, interacted with other players at my table . . . The
woman sitting next to me was a really interesting person with some good ideas.
It made me consider my position on things, whether or not they’re sound,
whether you need to shift. You can glean a lot from other folks.

Equality of roles reigned within the clusters of players: each action step of the
game served as a conduit for players to share their perspectives based on personal
history, and to re-see their knowledge in relation to one another as key to building
a new collective plan for the Centers. As one CAT member summarized the Data
Jam’s deliberateness in making neighbors feel that they had a role in program plan-
ning, she recounted that
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FIGURE 12.3  Five people sit at a small round silver table playing the Data Jam game.
Photography by the author.

the intimacy worked and made our guests not so one dimensional. Instead of
picking just one activity, we got their perspective on three different activities
per table, with some people engaging topics they may or may not have been
familiar with.

Nobody was “there” to be counted, but there to collectively jam about what and
who should count and why.

Act lll: The Data Labs

For an artist, what is a lab? A place and opportunity for individual growth along
with collective experimentation and exploration; for discovering new steps, then
revisiting them to determine specific moves to be shared with the wider world.
From my initial conversations with HACE, I had outlined a third act called a “Data
Lab,” that could be in person and online. While residents would shine as storytell-
ers in Act I, and as action players in Act II, they’d serve as social architects in Act
III. Once finished, they could use the blueprint to ask the city for robust reinvest-
ment in people and programming to productively animate the architectural invest-
ments from the inside out, redressing the multi-layered harm caused by systemic
racism and historic divestment and exclusion.

Imagine this:

An intersectional group of neighbors, local community organizers, youth-
serving workers, and municipal staff, sharpies in hand, encircle oversized chart
paper worksheets adorned with stacks of brightly colored Post-It packs: yellow for
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Action Steps, turquoise for Action Strategies, orange for Partners and Their Power,
pink for People and Their Power, green for Resources. Similar people hubs hum
throughout the room. Shifting focus from problem-solving to possibility-making,
everyone concentrates on the task of deciding actions to be taken in order to create
the desired programming and strategies to actualize them, dovetailing ideas and
inspiration. They move from table to table, confirming or adding to each activity
chart until the recurring rainbow of Post-Its proffers multiple pots of gold to be
mined to actualize the people’s blueprint.

skesksk

The CAT and I wanted the Data Labs to make all of the 200+ voices from previous
Acts visible and heard so that the city could no longer dismiss Fairhill residents’
humanity, strength, resiliency, beauty, and social power. By acknowledging peo-
ple’s dignity and history, wisdom and creativity, as vital to growing the neighbor-
hood’s future health and well-being, the Data Lab process transformed participants’
learned passivity to active engagement. “They didn’t expect to impart what they
themselves desired, or share their own knowledge,” extolled one CAT member.
“We [during the Data Labs] gave them that time, we gave them license to say
what they needed and wanted, how they needed it and how they wanted it. They
felt heard and saw what the Data Labs were all about, and that they had a role in
rebuilding the Centers.”

The Power of Play

The engagement structures for creative, participatory play that characterized
Restore- Reimagine-Rebuild Rivera Rec & Mann Older Adult Center demonstrated
the healing potential of resident-led, arts- and community-based engagement for
social justice where relationship is the project. It also underlined the urgency
and challenges of bypassing habitual attitudes and practices for engagement that
perpetuate dominant culture through systematic individual and civic silencing of
Black, Brown, low-income residents and working families. If building an authentic,
multiracial democracy that serves all to thrive and prosper is our guiding beacon,
then we have to wake up to what has not been working and let it go. The palpable
positive resident response to the activities of all of the Acts demonstrated that when
we break up with a narrow definition of community engagement, and risk engaging
with one another in unexpected practices, the felt-experience catalyzes shifts in the
social architecture.

RRR began as, to paraphrase Monteiro from HACE, a seed idea of what equi-
table, community-driven, place-based, self-determination and development could
be. After being handed “a done deal” on day one, we knew that growing people-
power through programming needed to be part of the overall redevelopment equa-
tion. Otherwise, rebuilding the Centers would be like “building a lighthouse with
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the light,” as our CAT member T analogized a shiny rebuilt rec center without
the community vision for change embedded therein. The three Acts succeeded in
fostering awareness of relational practices — to ourselves, to each other, and to
governing policies — through which participants gained knowledge and embodied
understanding of the value of a felt-sense of mutuality, connection, and authentic
solidarity.

Countering the extractive culture of conventional community engagement, Just
Act’s model offered a purposeful, creative framework for neighbors to get in bet-
ter relationships with each other and with themselves through embodied critical
reflection, connection, collaboration, and play. It invited a deepening of mutuality,
while validating the whole person. Changes in the expected patterns of relationality
offered everyone “the ability to be who we are in the face of others being who they
are,” which Rae Johnson advocates (2023). In this case, it showcased their capacity
to co-design and lead their own neighborhood change. A Fairhill resident charac-
terized the embodied social justice approach of RRR to imagine a different future as
“an example of bringing the community together that’s not just talking.” And that

it comes down to people. It involved another person touching their hearts. This
process of engagement is more than inviting members to a meeting or an event
but is gathering . . . gathering with. It drew us closer, and gave us a sense of
empowerment. We are not alone. We all fit in but differently. We each have a
small part to play in the community.

Prior to writing this chapter, I hadn’t positioned my work as a social practice
artist under the umbrella of “democracy.” The word itself conjured thoughts of
colonialism, oppression, genocide, and erasure, not liberation, freedom, and
possibility-making. If, as I do, one agrees with numerous contemporary social
thinkers that our imaginations have been colonized because of systemic power-
over conditions and conditioning, impacting and inhibiting our everyday choices
and actions, then this chapter has prompted me to decolonize my own thinking for
how I describe what I do and why. I now see my commitment to creative cultiva-
tion of “horizontal relationships” that “foster pluralism and increase multivocality”
through people and place-based structural change as refounding democracy in the
making (Seppala et al., 2021, p. 11).

Notes

1 A principle promulgated by the Institute for Othering & Belonging.

2 I use the first initials of the speaker from personal conversations for privacy reasons.

3 In the late 1990s in New Orleans, I was introduced to the Story Circle Process by John
O’Neal, one of the co-founders of this particular technique for bringing people together
across differences and sharing equal space.

4 My assessment of what transpired is inspired by Tanmeet Sethi MD and her book Joy Is
My Justice: Reclaim What Is Yours (2023).
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CREATING OUR NEXT LA

Art Animating Powerful Congregation-Based
Campaigns for Justice

Karen Mack with Elizabeth Cho

I founded LA Commons in 2000, with the goal of using art and cultural approaches
to build a stronger sense of community. After working for a decade in the nonprofit
sector, including several years as a vice president at an incubator for start-up non-
profits, I was inspired to address the lack of connectedness that made it difficult
to impact challenging issues in Los Angeles. At the time, processes that furthered
engagement in democratic activity were few and far between because of limited
bonds across organizations and, more importantly, individuals. I spent a seminal
year at the John F. Kennedy School of Government at Harvard University, where
of particular note I took a class with Dr. Robert Putnam studying approaches to
building and strengthening these bonds — as he terms it, “social capital” — as a basis
for writing the business plan for the organization.

My research and planning provided the foundation upon which to move for-
ward. LA Commons was launched with a project called Taking Flight: Migration
Dreams, which brought together youth and artists to gather stories from the largely
immigrant community surrounding MacArthur Park. Bringing people together to
illuminate these narratives through highly visible public art is a powerful strategy
for strengthening the sense of connectedness. Our efforts within marginalized Los
Angeles communities to make room for local residents — particularly youth — to
assert their identities and ideas in a city where they are often rendered invisible
have continued for more than 20 years. By engaging people in artistic and cultural
expression that celebrates their unique stories, we create the basis for dialogue,
interaction, belonging, and collective action.

Since that beginning, we have produced more than 80 collaborative, grassroots
public art initiatives that advance the power of community members to play a
role in bettering their neighborhoods. Over 40,000 of them have participated in
LA Commons’ programs, from that very first, major public art exhibition sharing
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stories of immigration through art works in the trees of MacArthur Park, to the
Heart of Hyde Park mural honoring residents at Crenshaw and Slauson, to Found
LA walking tours from Lincoln Heights to Little Bangladesh. In the summer of
2022, we produced the 12th Annual Leimert Park Day of the Ancestors: Festival of
Masks, bringing it back into the streets after two years of virtual presentations dur-
ing the pandemic, as an opportunity for the community to come together to mourn,
celebrate, and feel a deep sense of belonging.

This chapter describes our initiative, “Creating Our Next LA,” a campaign
designed during COVID to build on our artistic approach to community empower-
ment to engage people across Los Angeles in envisioning and working together in
the political arena towards a more equitable city. Elizabeth Cho, LA Commons’
Manager of Partnership Programs, led implementation of this initiative, moving it
from a solid concept that involved leading organizations from across the city in a
community storytelling project with youth and artists at the center, to an important
element in an advocacy initiative to address key issues in Los Angeles and foster a
culture of democracy in the process.

Elizabeth brought to this work a youth-organizing background from her time vol-
unteering and observing organizations such as Gente Organizada in Pomona, Cali-
fornia, and the Boston Youth Organizing Project. These organizations utilize Youth
Participatory Action Research (YPAR) to involve youth in analyzing issues in their
communities and creating action-oriented approaches in response to their findings.
In 2019, for example, the youth of Gente Organizada collected over 500 survey
responses from their peers about their mental health as the basis for a free, youth-
centered mental health conference. Similarly, LA Commons facilitates opportuni-
ties for youth to survey their communities to identify important local issues. While
not solely rooted in youth organizing and YPAR, LA Commons incorporates these
approaches by involving youth directly in community development as they gather
data from their neighbors to contribute to the design of artistic advocacy.

A seminal partner in this effort has been LA Voice, a network of Southern Cali-
fornia congregations that functions as a political force to advocate for equity and
abundance for all. Through Creating Our Next LA, we joined forces with LA Voice
during 2022, an important election year, when we selected a new mayor and dou-
bled down in the fight for housing and justice. Art has provided an effective vehicle
for members of the congregations to express their visions and a touchstone for the
creation of a platform that transforms these narratives into the basis for action.

This approach has potent value. With the massive global changes taking place —
from COVID, to deadly fire seasons, to explosive inequality, to digital privacy con-
cerns — the past is not an adequate template for where urban development needs to
go. Rather than looking strictly to previous experience, taking dreams and desires
more seriously as inspiration is key to manifesting alternatives of possibility as we
negotiate our increasingly uncertain world.

After a brief overview of the challenges to democratic practices in Los Angeles,
the sections that follow describe our approach and the evolution of Creating Our
Next LA, which incorporated several practices aimed at giving participants, both
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individuals and organizations, venues for democratic action. Our process engaged
community members from across Los Angeles in developing a joint visualiza-
tion for our city’s future. Then, the critically important partnership with LA Voice
provided a bridge between cultural work and the powerful force resulting from
community organizing across congregations of different religious faiths to enhance
practices of democracy.

Democracy Is Challenging in Los Angeles

We are Los Angeles natives. I grew up in Compton, and Elizabeth was born and
raised in Pomona, reflecting the far-flung nature of the 4,000-square-mile metropo-
lis. Los Angeles County comprises a total of 88 jurisdictions including Los Ange-
les, which, with a population of 4 million, is the second largest city in America.
This jurisdiction, spanning 500 square miles, sprawls from the shores of the Pacific
Ocean, to the Santa Monica Mountains, to the flatlands of South LA. In addition to
being the capital of the entertainment industry, the area is known for its exceptional
ethnic and racial diversity. According to the 2020 census, the city’s population is
47.5% Latino; 26.1% white; 9.6% Asian; and 8.9% African American. The size,
landscape, and diversity of LA can make it difficult to feel a sense of place. And,
unfortunately, elected leadership is rather limited for a city of this size, with just
15 city council members each representing around 270,000 people. At the county
level, there are only five elected officials for 10 million people. With voter turnout
chronically low, many residents are underrepresented by their political leaders.

Because of barriers to civic engagement, at LA Commons, we are passionate
about fostering a deeper connection between Angelenos and their city through the
arts and, in particular, lifting up the voices of those who are most marginalized. The
initial plan for our organization was inspired by a class I took taught by Dr. Robert
Putnam, whose research on the significance of social capital, or the bonds of trust
that exist between people, in the functioning of democracy examined a range of
strategies for strengthening this resource. In Better Together — The Report of the
Saguaro Seminar: Civic Engagement in America, Putnam and the colleagues he
convened from around the country note that the arts play a unique role in building
social capital, particularly among groups of different races, religions, cultures, and
socioeconomic status. He writes:

The arts have a singular advantage in rebuilding social capital: Cultural activities
are enjoyable and fun. Unlike attending meetings or voting — what we call “civic
broccoli” because they’re good for all but unpleasant to many — artistic perfor-
mance is akin to civic fruit. . . . The enjoyable nature of the arts makes them perhaps
the most promising, if neglected, means of building social capital. We recommend
that America’s cultural institutions and the people who work within them create
opportunities for political expression, community dialogue, shared cultural experi-
ences, and civic work — all with an eye toward making citizen participation fun.
(Putnam, 2001, p. 47)
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COVID as the Impetus for Angelenos to Envision Our Next LA

The mission of LA Commons is to engage communities in artistic and cultural
expression that tells their unique stories and serves as a basis for dialogue, interac-
tion, and a shared understanding of Los Angeles. Our Neighborhood Story Connec-
tion (NSC) program translates this mission into action through work by artists and
local youth, ages 15-25, to engage community members in sharing their stories,
which, in turn, are transformed into public artworks that illuminate local commu-
nity culture, history, and a vision of the future.

Our work strengthens the sense of belonging felt by the broad range of stakehold-
ers involved in the process. We train participating youth in effective ways to engage
their neighbors; and we involve local organizational partners based on their vested
interest in project outcomes aimed at enhancing connections between locals to
improve their neighborhoods. They work with us to recruit artists and youth, access
locations for the program workshops, find the sites for public art projects, and col-
laborate in hosting story summits and closing events. They also lend authenticity to
the efforts, furthering acceptance and deep engagement by community members in
the work to accomplish something meaningful and make their places better together.

In spring 2020, as the pandemic took hold, we devised the idea of Creating
Our Next LA, which took key elements from our NSC programs as the basis for a
multiplatform campaign to foster civic engagement, healing, and change through
art and dialogue. Recognizing artistic participation as a valuable tool in this time
of transformation, we leaned into our unique organizational strength, tapping the
power of artists and the other super imaginers — youth — to help Angelenos envision
a new, more just, and equitable future.

Our intention was to build on our process of bringing artists and young people
together with fellow community members to uncover and uplift local narratives
and increase the connections that are the basis of civic engagement. Creating Our
Next LA extended this work to involve people from throughout Los Angeles by
bringing collective, creative visioning to community events across the metropolis.

Gaining Momentum With Yo-Yo Ma

After a year of organizing people around the idea, the initiative gained momentum
when we received a call from classical cellist Yo-Yo Ma’s team in July 2021. They
heard about Creating Our Next LA and wanted to explore a partnership as part of
the Bach Project, a global effort in which the renowned performer links with local
organizations in cities where he is playing Bach’s Suites for Unaccompanied Cello
to bring cross-sector groups together to explore the question: “How can culture
help us imagine, create and build a better future than the one we are experiencing
right now?” With this fortuitous alignment, in September 2021, we spearheaded a
“Day of Action” with Ma, providing an incredible opportunity to engage local lead-
ers in sharing their stories to fuel collaborative thinking about what it would take to
advance a more people-centered LA. As Ma explained,
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FIGURE 13.1  Yo-Yo Ma and Kelly Caballero perform at our Day of Action. Photograph
by Halline Overby.

The shared understanding that culture generates in these divisive times can bind
us together as one world, and guide us to political and economic decisions that
benefit the entire species. We are all cultural beings — let’s explore how culture
connects us and can help to shape a better future.

(Ma, n.d.)

Our Day of Action brought together a strong cohort of community-based organi-
zations actively working on key community development issues in Los Ange-
les, including housing, transportation, and arts and culture. These organizations
included: Little Tokyo Service Center, Thai Community Development Center, the
theater collective LA Poverty Department, Tia Chucha’s Centro Cultural, Esper-
anza Community Housing, and CicLAvia. The shared visioning process involved
key leaders from these partner organizations and resulted in inspirational songs,
poetry, and art from artists hired to document the outcomes from the gathering.
Former LA Poet Laureate Luis J. Rodriguez created an exceptional poem, “Grime
and Gold: Imagine a New Los Angeles . . .” Here is an excerpt:

Lets draw the birds
of greater flight.

Lets sing what is often unsung,
let’s dance as prayer and potion,
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lets paint with cascades of colors,
let’s perform till our hearts sing.

For a Los Angeles worthy

of its angels,

beyond the finite prisons of scarcity,
divisions, power

— all made up stuff —

yet cloaked over us

as if God-given and natural.

What's called natural is often unnatural.

The organic hand

of a man without a house
is a natural way

of dreaming and living,
of renewal

and abundance,

of intrinsic value,

what generates

over and over

the whirlwinds of change.

This phase of our campaign was instrumental in not only cultivating joy and heal-
ing among movement builders in Los Angeles, but also strengthening connections
among this network of change workers, building power and a foundation for acti-
vating even more people towards civic action in the next phase of the process. We
worked with this network to develop ways to use highly engaging art activities and
installations to inspire continued civic engagement.

A Seminal Partnership to Advance Democratic Action

In Spring 2022, we joined with LA Voice to build on the Creating Our Next LA
network in order to connect our creative vision and arts engagement with an organ-
ization specifically aimed at community organizing for transformative action. LA
Voice is a multiracial, multi-faith community organization that awakens people to
their own power, training them to speak, act, and work together to transform LA
County into a place that reflects the dignity of all people. LA Voice is a part of
PICO California, the largest faith-based community organizing network in Cali-
fornia. PICO California was founded in 1994 as a project of the national Faith in
Action Network.

Faith in Action, founded in 1972, developed based on the idea that people of
faith have been at the center of some of America’s most consequential fights for
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social justice, as faith institutions provide a venue where people can come together
across differences to advance a shared vision for a more just society. They utilize a
congregation-community model of community organizing, where values and rela-
tionship building are centered as congregation members are engaged to create a
collective vision for their communities. Within this model, LA Voice provides lead-
ership training for its congregation members that incorporates sharing individual
and collective stories as a way to build the personal and public relationships that
enable the development of actions, strategies, and campaigns around issue areas
generated by the collective.

Similar to our approach with Creating Our Next LA, LA Voice had been engag-
ing in deep listening and story-gathering across Los Angeles. In 2022, they devel-
oped the Power Campaign to understand the needs of their communities, research
and develop policy solutions, and build campaigns to take action. In the first phase
of their campaign, LA Voice leaders held over 2,000 conversations, including both
one-on-one conversations and group sessions, asking congregation members two
questions: “What is most negatively impacting you?” and “Where do you find
hope?” Thirty-seven congregations from across LA County participated in this
deep listening campaign, including All Saints Pasadena, Dolores Mission of Boyle
Heights, Greater Zion Church Family in Compton, Homeboy Industries, Islah LA,
Leo Baeck Temple, McCarty Memorial Christian Church (all four in LA), St. Luke
Holy Baptist Church in Long Beach, and Temple Israel of Hollywood.

As a result of these conversations about the experiences of their members, LA
Voice leaders ultimately identified two key issue areas that most concerned their
communities: housing and economic stability. In the second phase of their cam-
paign, they held research sessions with political and organizational leaders to
inform coordinated actions around these issues.

Simultaneous to this work, LA Voice was developing a new youth organizing
branch to engage and develop youth leaders as part of both their Power Campaign
and general organizing efforts. As LA Voice youth came together, they expressed a
desire to utilize art within their campaign to inspire and engage community mem-
bers. LA Voice reached out to LA Commons to inquire about bringing art engage-
ment to their work, and a natural connection was formed.

Youth at the Center of Power Building

Prior to our alliance with LA Voice, we were motivated by the opportunity to lever-
age the work done with our powerful organizational cohort to engage more citizens
in Creating Our Next LA. From the first LA Commons project, young people have
been at the center of our community engagement efforts. We have learned over the
years that youth participation in our local arts programming not only strengthens
their sense of belonging and self-agency, and their social and emotional skills, but,
more importantly, empowers them as leaders to engage others in the efforts.

With this in mind, it was essential for us to involve youth as the heart of Creat-
ing Our Next LA as we sought to involve others, not to mention the opportunity
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FIGURE 13.2  Youth Visionaries. Photograph by the author.

to introduce them to democratic ideas such as voting, local organizing campaigns,
and civic discourse through conversations around a vision for a better future for
Los Angeles. To uplift the role of youth in community engagement for Creating
Our Next LA, we developed a component called Youth Visionaries, designating
15- to 24-year-olds as our core ambassadors. Many of the youth we engaged were
previous participants in LA Commons’ Neighborhood Story Connection programs.
Within these neighborhood programs, youth gained experience in engaging with
community members through story-gathering events. At these events, free food,
art activities, and other resources are offered in exchange for community members’
stories. Youth participants, with the support of a lead artist and LA Commons staff,
developed questions about their neighborhood to use to interview elders, business
owners, fellow students, and other stakeholders. Our youth participants have com-
mented that these interviews give them more confidence in communicating with
others and bring them closer to their community. From this program, we were able
to recruit Youth Visionaries who could bring these communication skills to events
throughout Los Angeles.

With the input of our partner organizations, we created a calendar of “pop-up
activations” where Youth Visionaries, along with community artists, showed up at
civic and cultural events to engage with community members, asking them, “What
is your vision for a livable, healthy, and just Los Angeles?” Youth Visionaries and
artists designed artmaking activities that would allow participants to artistically
express their vision.

As an example, we were invited in spring 2022 to curate an installation and
series of art activations as part of a countywide initiative to promote community
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well-being. We saw this opportunity as integral to Creating Our Next LA, as this
time we had the chance to design a high-visibility installation for a major public
space: Grand Park, in the heart of Los Angeles’s civic center. Our concept was to
create a “forest” of 84 live native oak trees, giving the public a way to envision Los
Angeles as a site of creative healing and regeneration. The creation of this artwork
provided a great opportunity for Youth Visionaries to staff art-making tables at Cre-
ating Our Next LA pop-ups throughout the County. By the end of the month, our
urban forest represented a collective community vision for Creating Our Next LA,
with voices ranging from Leimert Park poets to Skid Row artists and San Fernando
Valley youth.

In June, Youth Visionaries analyzed community responses, categorized the input
by issue area, and designed icons based on the most prevalent issue areas. These
icons were then transferred as rubber stamps for continued artmaking with the
community. Youth expressed that this artistic community engagement strength-
ened their ability to communicate and provided them with a personal connection to
issues impacting Los Angeles. In reflective conversations, Youth Visionaries noted
that community members at Creating Our Next LA pop-ups and cultural events
generally enjoy artmaking, and thus artmaking booths were successful in bringing
people in to then engage in civic conversations. The challenge was to integrate the
input gathered as part of the artistic engagement activities into the policymaking
process.

Integrating Art Into Policy Advocacy

In August 2022, our Youth Visionaries were invited to a youth organizing event with
LA Voice. The collaborative event encouraged all participants to grow and learn
in several capacities. inspiring organizers to think like artists and artists to think
like organizers. The Youth Organizing Workshop introduced them to community-
organizing concepts like power and relationship-building. Our Youth Visionaries
received training in the “One-to-One” conversation that organizers use to connect
with community members to encourage them to become civically engaged. While
our Youth Visionaries had previous experience in community engagement through
art, this experience with community organizers allowed them to deepen their com-
munication skills by learning how to encourage action-oriented steps in conversa-
tions with community members.

Integrating this training right away, Youth Visionaries designed and led a crea-
tive visioning process with LA Voice youth organizers, wherein participants drew
their vision for the world they wanted to create on cardboard tiles. Participants
were led in this project by LA Commons youth leader Emily Rangel. After the
youth drew their vision with paint markers and pastels, Emily led the youth in a
brief meditation, wherein the youth closed their eyes, held their tile close to their
chests, and meditated on their visions. Tiles were then pieced together into a collec-
tive quilt — our “Vision Quilt” — designed to travel to several additional LA Voice
events within their Power campaign. Our youth participants expressed how this
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FIGURE 13.3  The Vision Quilt on display at an LA Voice event. Photograph by the author.

exercise made them feel hopeful, joyous, and empowered about building the future
they wanted to see. When asked to reflect on seeing the collective quilt, the youth
remarked that the quilt was a visual representation of “love in our communities”
and the youth’s “will for change.”

Youth Visionaries brought the quilt to two additional LA Voice events — a collec-
tive voting meeting where community members voted on campaign strategy, and
the Rally for the Dignity of All, where LA Voice leaders presented their agenda
for housing and income stability, including policies and ballot measures on the
2022 ballot. At these events, youth from LA Commons and LA Voice grew their
civic leadership skills as they engaged LA Voice members in a creative visioning
exercise where participants were invited to add their tile/vision for LA onto the
growing quilt.

This creative visioning process not only invoked civic discussion among partici-
pants, but enriched the democratic process by injecting a legislation-heavy, voter
education event with a fun and inspirational activity. When asked, “What is the
power of art in engaging with the community?” One Youth Visionary noted that
artmaking activities are often immediately inviting and accessible, making them
a successful entry point for civic engagement. Other youth participants noted the
therapeutic qualities that artmaking has, calling art “nourishment and medicine
for the soul.” Families and youth may stay engaged with LA Voice because of the
additional care and enjoyment brought by artmaking.

In October 2022, in partnership with the Music Center of Los Angeles County
and artist Mandy Palasik of M/PAL Studio, LA Commons transformed the com-
munity responses for a healthy, just, and equitable Los Angeles into a large-scale
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art installation and community celebration at the major art complex owned by
the County. Participants engaged in artmaking, poetry, and participatory dance to
celebrate the collective vision of Los Angeles. On Jerry Moss Plaza, LA Voice
displayed the Vision Quilt, shared information about the Power Campaign, and
invited participants to pledge to vote, register to vote, or, if they were unable to
vote, pledge to encourage others to vote.

LA Voice’s Angel Mortel led the LA Commons partnership and had this to say
about the importance of the partnership:

As an organizer, | often encounter people who are tentative about civic engage-
ment because they’re not exactly sure how it connects to their daily lives. They
see their community struggling with high rents, low wages, constant violence,
environmental degradation, etc. and they feel powerless because it’s not clear
what they can do about it and where to begin.

At LA Voice, we say the first revolution is internal. In other words, you need
to first believe that a different world is possible. If you have a clear idea of the
world that you want, then it’s oftentimes easier to see what you need to do to
fight for it.

Using art, Creating our Next LA invited youth and adult leaders in the LA
Voice network to imagine the world they want. Through the project of the “card-
board quilt,” people were given a cardboard panel to draw and paint an image
of the Los Angeles they want to build. We weaved those panels together into a
piece that offered a powerful collective vision for LA Voice to put before us as
we engaged people to get out the vote and advocate for affordable housing. The
quilt has given us inspiration for the journey and the fight. We plan to display it
at our public actions this year.

The LA Voice-Creating our Next LA partnership offered a glimpse into the
power that art has to invite and inspire civic engagement.

(LA Voice's Angel Mortel, personal communication)

Advancing a Culture of Democracy

Creating Our Next LA is an example of the power of storytelling as a basis for
civic participation. Storytellers get the opportunity to connect with their vision
for our city and artistically render that vision. Power begins to mobilize as the
narratives are connected and transform from the vision of one to that of many.
Artwork becomes a potent symbol for this shared vision that brings together the
varied hopes and dreams of people from across Los Angeles and furthers the sense
of agency and belonging felt by those involved.

This artistic participation in movement-building organizations like LA Voice
provides an accessible point of entry for people to join the dialogue; everyone is
welcome to contribute their ideas and voice as the first step in building the political
agency that is the basis for collective democratic action. They continue to leverage



198 Karen Mack'with Elizabéth''Cho

the storytelling and artistic engagement of their membership, building connected-
ness and fueling the advocacy efforts that are focused on achieving real wins in the
fight for economic and housing justice.

On any project as complicated as Creating Our Next LA, in hindsight, there
were aspects that could have been developed more to increase our impact. When
we began the project, we did not have LA Voice on board, and as such could not
anticipate and fully plan for how to integrate the goals of their listening campaign
with our creative visioning project. With more time, not only might we have been
able to integrate their civic goals more deeply into Creating Our Next LA, but we
might also have been able to center our youth participants more and even integrate
our two youth teams more. With a schedule full of community pop-ups, and the
election date fast approaching, our team moved quickly to infuse the LA Voice
campaign with artistic engagement, thus bringing direct civic engagement to the
Creating Our Next LA project. With more planning time and more resources, our
Youth Visionaries could have had even more agency in directing the project along-
side the LA Voice youth organizers.

There is a common chant often heard at rallies and demonstrations across the
world: “We are unstoppable; another world is possible!” For organizations like
LA Voice, visualizing a better world is the first step towards action. Through the
artmaking process, LA Commons’ Youth Visionaries aided community members in
envisioning a Los Angeles where all community members could thrive. By pairing
this visioning with LA Voice’s campaigns, LA Commons has been able to provide
a clear pathway to engage newcomers to movement building, as well as continued
inspiration for seasoned organizers.
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WARM COOKIES OF THE REVOLUTION

A Case Study of Democratic Culture Through
the Framework of Civic Health

Vincent Russell

Warm Cookies of the Revolution (WCR) is an arts-focused nonprofit organiza-
tion operating predominantly in Denver, Colorado, that describes itself as a “civic
health club” (Warm Cookies of the Revolution, 2013, para. 3). WCR produces
creative, fun, and participatory community events (called “programs”) meant to
promote a participatory democratic culture in Denver and, more recently, rural
areas of Colorado. The inspiration behind WCR is that residents have many spaces
to develop their physical, mental, and spiritual health: gyms, therapist’s offices,
and places of worship, respectively. However, most cities lack spaces for citizens
to exercise their civic health — the social capital, civic engagement, and political
participation of a municipality, often measured by the extent to which citizens trust
their neighbors, are active in their communities, and interact with their government
(Fernandez et al., 2019).

The philosophy behind WCR’s mission is that, too often, participating in the
civic life of a community is difficult and boring. Rather than getting to shape and
control government decisions, residents are simply “updated” on civic processes
and decisions made by other people about issues as important as taxes, housing,
schools, immigration, neighborhood development, and much more. As WCR
(2013) explains:

We all have the capacity to understand and take part in the decisions that affect
our lives. . . . However, we all have such limited time and money as we work
and raise families, and so, after spending it on what is necessary, we spend what
is leftover on what we find fun. Civic life is currently boring and complicated,
but it need not be. We need to meet people where they are and create beautiful
and vibrant and fun new systems.

(para. 6)
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The eponymous “warm cookies” of the organization’s name are served at each
of its programs, and they are a symbol of its soul-nourishing and lighthearted
approach to civic engagement. Evan Weissman, the founder and executive director
of WCR, explained in a video produced by the organization why they serve cookies
at their events:

We’re trying to make a revolution of values, a revolution of perspectives. What’s
going to be comforting? What’s gonna keep us questioning, “Hey, what are the
fun things? What are the cool things? What are the aspects we want to keep?”
Like warm cookies. We want to keep those.

(as quoted in Russell, 2020, p. 224)

WCR takes pressing cultural and political issues — such as immigration, racial
justice, affordable housing, education, prisons, aging, media literacy, gender
norms, and more — and combines them with sports, comedy, music, low-riders,
wrestling, magic, poetry, and food in a unique alchemy that fosters feelings of
community connection among attendees and equips them with the capacities to
imagine and build a more just, more loving, more democratic society. WCR’s
mission is to wed art with civic engagement, making programs fun while also
connecting people with ways to take action in their communities long after any
single program ends.

Since its founding in 2012, WCR has reached more than one million people
through its in-person programming and media productions. The organization has
partnered with hundreds of artists working in nearly every medium to make their
programs engaging, creative, and — most importantly — fun. Along the way, it has
established relatively stable funding streams, with an operating budget of $250,000
in fiscal year 2023. Funding sources include many individual, small-dollar donors;
a modest amount of high-dollar grants from local and state foundations; some
national grants and awards; occasional contract work for other organizations; and
sales from WCR’s merchandise. Because WCR does not rent any office space, it
has little overhead costs, with nearly all their revenue going to artists and local
residents to support WCR’s programming. Many of WCR’s programs have been
hosted at the McNichols Civic Center in downtown Denver (a city-owned space for
arts and cultural events), while other programs have occurred at venues across the
city, including churches, community centers, libraries, parks, private residences,
nightclubs, and even cemeteries.

In this chapter, I offer a case study of WCR and its efforts to promote civic health
by developing participants’ civic imagination — “the capacity to imagine alterna-
tives to current social, political, or economic institutions or problems” (Jenkins,
2016, p. 29). I have served as a community-based researcher with WCR, as needed,
since 2018, conducting evaluations of their programs — most notably as the evalu-
ation partner for two participatory budgeting processes WCR implemented,' which
I describe later. Years of collaborating with WCR have granted me insights into the
organization, its programs, and its members.
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Herein, I provide detailed descriptions of some of WCR’s programs to illustrate
ways the organization supports the flourishing of democratic cultures in Colorado.
The chapter offers practical insights and inspiration for readers on ways that arts
programming can contribute to cultures of democracy in local communities, as
well as the challenges involved in such work, including WCR’s recent efforts to
address civic deserts — where residents have scarce opportunities for civic engage-
ment (Shao et al., 2022) — in rural Colorado.

Civic Health

Much has been written in recent decades about the perilous state of democracy
in the United States (for an overview, see the Editors’ Introduction to this book).
For instance, in 2018, nearly half of Americans (45%) reported that they were not
at all engaged civically or politically (Jones et al., 2018). If civic participation
is a measure of democratic culture and the health of a society, then a reasonable
person might conclude that US democracy is, at best, deeply unwell, and at worst,
terminally ill.

As civil society began to identify and address this public participation crisis,
“civic health” emerged in the early 2000s as a term meant to describe the status
of democratic culture by measuring the well-being of civic life and its salience for
democracy (National Conference on Citizenship, 2006). The theory of citizenship
informing civic health is that of participatory democracy, which emphasizes mass
participation by the public in civic affairs (Fishkin, 2019). Theories of participatory
democracy argue that as citizens interact with each other in the public sphere, they
develop the capacities necessary to become competent political actors, engage oth-
ers about social issues, and identify policies that promote the public good, thereby
fostering a healthy democracy (Held, 2006).

Assessing the civic health of a community requires measuring three components:
social capital, civic engagement, and political participation. WCR strives to pro-
mote civic health in communities by encouraging each of these components. Social
capital is fostered as program attendees (referred to as “members”) break bread
with their neighbors and get to know each other; civic engagement is fostered as
members learn about pressing issues in their community; and political participation
is encouraged when members learn how to take action to address those community
issues. However, WCR does not simply seek to engender political participation in
a hegemonic governance system that is boring, difficult to access, and oppressive.

Instead, the organization encourages its members to ask critical questions about
participation in what kind of political system, for whom, and to what end. WCR
employs art and cultural practices to provide opportunities for members to develop
their civic imagination around the kinds of communities and governance sys-
tems they want to see enacted, as they strive to practice and create just cultures
of democracy. WCR’s members are not only encouraged to practice such civic
participation during WCR’s programs. Oftentimes, WCR’s programs feature other
community-based organizations with which members can become involved so that
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they continue their civic participation even after the program concludes. Making
civic engagement fun can increase the civic health of communities (Lerner, 2014),
and WCR’s programs — as I detail later — often are playful, creative, and fun (Rus-
sell, 2020).

A final significant component of WCR’s programs is their embrace of diversity.
People from marginalized communities often are overrepresented at WCR’s pro-
grams (compared to local community demographics), in part because WCR strives
to ensure its programming is culturally responsive to people from those commu-
nities. All are welcome at WCR’s programs, and this is communicated through
the provision of food at its programs, providing free childcare to foster a family-
friendly atmosphere, offering pay-what-you-can pricing for members, and the pres-
ence of language interpreters for people with low levels of English fluency (Russell,
2020). WCR’s events have featured Mexican dance performances, Southeast Asian
choirs, multilingual poetry readings, and much more. Cultural diversity is incor-
porated through WCR’s collaborations with other community-based organizations
that serve marginalized populations, such as when a local organization that serves
immigrants and refugees in Denver asked WCR to help organize programming to
promote participation in the US Census. WCR then worked with the organization
to create promotional videos of local immigrants and refugees sharing testimonies
about why the census was important to them.

WCR’s heartfelt celebration of diversity is significant because of its role in fos-
tering multiple cultures of democracy (rather than a single democratic culture).
That is, WCR does not endorse a one-size-fits-all vision of civic health and demo-
cratic culture; instead, each member and community group is encouraged to find
what speaks to them at WCR’s programs, thereby charting their own path toward
increasing civic health. For the refugee group I mentioned earlier, the program was
about increasing participation in the census; for LGBTQ groups, it may be about
promoting safety at house balls and drag shows; and for historically Black neigh-
borhoods, it may be about addressing the causes and effects of gentrification and
displacement. As long as people want to have fun and imagine a better world, WCR
is there to help them weave a tapestry of approaches to and behaviors for improv-
ing civic health and promoting social justice.

Giving a Damn in Denver, Colorado

WCR’s promotional materials and merchandise are emblazoned with the tagline
“Warm Cookies of the Revolution: Giving a Damn in Denver, Colorado.” The
organization has been “giving a damn” since 2012, beginning with the program-
ming that established its reputation: in-person arts-based events.

In-Person Arts-Based Events

WCR has hosted more than 250 in-person programs, some of which have been
standalone events, while others have been a series of programs. For instance, one of
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the standalone events was the Tax Day Carnival, where WCR organized a carnival
to celebrate putting collective values into practice through paying taxes. Members
were treated to acrobats, stilt-walkers, jugglers, an illusionist, face-painting, and
games of chance. Members also could stop at stations to learn about what their tax
dollars fund, who makes those decisions, and even philosophies of tax resistance.
Members could participate in a poll to vote for what they would like their tax dollars
to fund: education, environment, the arts, healthcare, housing, or the military. The
informative stations included posters and infographics designed by local artists, and
they were staffed by volunteers who could answer questions from passersby.

Other in-person programs have been part of ongoing series, such as Stupid Ques-
tions, Stupid Talents; Civic Stitch n Bitch; Bring Your Government; and the Show
and Tell Mixtape. At the Stupid Questions, Stupid Talents events, members were
invited to attend discussions with local government employees about the basics of
city infrastructure, with each event focusing on an essential service, such as water,
housing, transportation, parks, libraries, and more.

At Civic Stitch n Bitch, members can participate in hand-occupying crafts while
hearing from community members, activists, and experts. As WCR explains in one of
its promotional slideshows, the events are for “woodcarvers and whittlers, crocheters
and quilters, finger painters and sketchpad drawers, magic card trick people and pen-
cil and quarter knuckle flippers (you know, like Ice Man in 7op Gun).” The programs
provide craft materials for anyone who wants to learn a new hobby, and professional
craftspeople attend to guide members in their learning. Activists and community
members have given talks at these events on a range of social issues, including immi-
gration, fracking, racism, feminism, and aging, among others. The conversations that
occur during the program are meant to provide opportunities for members to meet
others in the community and take civic action after the program ends.

At the Bring Your Government series, members are invited to dream big about
the communities in which they want to live while using LEGO blocks to build their
ideal community. Members are asked to imagine what a community based on jus-
tice, health, science, or some other value might look like. In addition to everyday
people who attend, WCR invites stand-up comics to keep spirits high, as well as
a range of professionals (e.g., archaeologists, computer programmers, musicians,
and activists) who pitch their visions of how to organize communities for the com-
mon good. The programs sometimes include elected representatives, candidates for
local office, and local government officials who offer their visions of the city. Bring
Your Government provides opportunities to explore innovations in democratic
practice (e.g., rank-choice voting) and interact with lawmakers in a convivial, crea-
tive atmosphere.

Another ongoing program series is the Show and Tell Mixtape. At these events,
members create an intergenerational mixtape of music, or show-and-tell about an
object that represents their generation. Prior to the program, members are asked to
identify a song that was meaningful to them, either because of an important time
in one’s life, or because it defines the person and their generation. They then attend
the program, play the song, and explain why they chose it. The Show and Tell
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Mixtape is intended to promote intergenerational communication, usually in the
context of a particular social issue or community. For instance, a 14-year-old girl
attended a Mixtape program about LGBTQ life, and, hearing stories from others in
the LGBTQ community, made the decision to come out about her sexuality for the
first time that night. The student later shared:

I was always afraid of who I am and always looked down on myself. After
that moment [coming out at the Mixtape program], with such amazing people,
I’ve learned that it’s okay. No labels have to be put on who I love, and that’s
okay. I’ve wanted to do this — to express myself — for years. From now on, I’'m
free . . . . That night was so cool, and I’ve gotten a lot of hugs, and that’s all a
girl like me needs.

Another event, which has grown into an annual tradition in Denver, is La Raza
Park Day. For many years, WCR has worked with low rider designers and car clubs
because of the highly technical and beautiful artwork required for creating such
unique vehicles, and because many of these artists are located in areas threatened
by gentrification. In 2019, WCR and Chicane/Latine organizations and activists
successfully pushed Denver’s city council to proclaim every August 25 “La Raza
and Barnum Park: A Cruise Down Fedz Day” (Sylte & Cole, 2019). The procla-
mation honors the many generations of Chicane residents who have and continue
to cruise up and down Federal Boulevard (colloquially known as “Fedz,” a main
transportation artery in Denver that connects multiple immigrant communities) to
show off their cars and spend time with family and friends.

At La Raza Park Day, members can watch low riders cruise down Fedz, see the
cars up close, and talk with the artists who designed them. Attendees are treated to
mariachi bands, Indigenous dancers, luchadores, and much more. One might stop
at a table to sample Latin American cuisine, or purchase goods from local ven-
dors, craftspeople, and artisans. Importantly, La Raza Park Day is not just another
cultural street festival. To promote civic health, WCR ensures that residents can
connect with local activists and/or city officials to discuss the city planning/zoning
process. These connections foster conversations and political actions that address
the vulnerability of Latine artistic and cultural enclaves in Denver. In recent years,
the politics of La Raza Park Day have evolved into conversations about regional
reparations: What does the City of Denver owe neighboring areas to which dis-
placed people have relocated? Thus, La Raza Park Day celebrates and preserves
Latine culture in Denver (and surrounding areas), while at the same time promoting
civic health by fostering community engagement in urban planning.

This Machine Has a Soul

A final significant program that WCR organized is This Machine Has a Soul
(TMHS) — a multiyear arts-focused experiment in community-based participa-
tory budgeting. TMHS is unique from the other programs because of its scale,
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duration, and focus on organizing for policy change. Participatory budgeting is a
public deliberation process that involves residents controlling the allocation of a
portion of a public budget in their geographic locale (e.g., neighborhood, school,
or city; Marquetti et al., 2012), and the process has been found to promote social
justice, increased government transparency, and increased public participation in
civil society (Baiocchi, 2003; Bhatnagar et al., 2003; Wampler, 2010).

In 2018-2019, WCR formed a coalition of nonprofit organizations to allocate
$60,000 in grant funds through participatory budgeting in two areas of Denver.
TMHS required a year of planning, and, once launched, then involved thousands of
residents in weekly work for another year as they implemented participatory budget-
ing. Participants deliberated to identify community needs; propose potential projects
that could address those needs; develop those project ideas into full-fledged project
proposals that included justifications, designs, and price estimates; vote on which
projects they wanted to fund; and then implement the chosen projects. TMHS partici-
pants conducted community outreach, door-to-door canvassing, and tabled at public
events to solicit their neighbors’ input and encourage their participation in the process.

Simultaneously, WCR worked with multimedia artists to develop an installa-
tion about the themes of collective decision-making, community control of public
budgets, and social justice. Artistic creations provoked consideration about who
controls how tax dollars are spent, and the often opaque and disempowering ways
budgeting decisions are made (Beaty, 2018). Organizers wanted to demonstrate
to city officials the feasibility and benefits of making participatory budgeting
permanent.
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FIGURE 14.1 A sign for Warm Cookies of the Revolution at one of its programs. Photo-
graph by From the Hip Photography.
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After successfully completing the two PB processes in 2019 by allocating
$60,000 to community improvement projects, WCR worked with community
organizers to press Denver officials to adopt PB permanently. They used media
coverage, citizen pressure, and meetings with city officials in their advocacy cam-
paign to approve PB. In 2020, despite the COVID-19 pandemic, WCR and its allies
secured a historic people’s victory when Denver’s City Council announced that it
would allocate $1.7 million of city funds through a pilot PB process. Thus, WCR’s
efforts fostered meaningful policy change, creating the first PB processes in the
state of Colorado.

WCR has remained engaged with Denver’s PB process, securing city contracts
to recruit and train resident leaders who are committed to distributing the funds
equitably. As of 2023, Denver’s city budget had a total of $3.4 million committed
to participatory budgeting this year and next year, suggesting that WCR’s play-
ful approach to promoting civic health is creating lasting change as it reforms
institutions.

Media Productions and the COVID-19 Pandemic

The mainstay of WCR is its fun, creative, in-person programming. However, begin-
ning in 2020, the COVID-19 pandemic made it unsafe to organize large gatherings
of people. WCR, therefore, pivoted to creating multimedia productions, including
videos that could be shared online, and self-publishing two board books. Prior to
the pandemic, WCR had worked with creators to produce brief (typically one to
three minutes long), promotional videos that captured exciting moments during
its in-person events. The pandemic caused WCR to shift its attention to produc-
ing longer videos and collaborating with numerous artists to share their civically
minded work.

One example of WCR’s video programming is the Community Almanac series
(The Community Almanac, 2021). The four-episode series was inspired by farm-
ers’ almanacs of old — tomes of knowledge gained from hard-fought, grassroots
experience that offered practical recommendations for applying that knowledge,
thereby transferring cultural traditions and knowledge to future generations. Each
30-minute video addressed a different social issue (housing, climate, food, or
health) and employed the metaphor of a tree (roots, trunk, branches, and leaves)
to understand community as a holistic element, with each issue contributing to the
overall health of the community. Every video includes artists’ ruminations, per-
formances, and media about the chosen topic/theme. The videos were so popular
that Rocky Mountain PBS (a network of PBS member stations serving Colorado)
licensed them and began broadcasting the videos over their airwaves to hundreds
of thousands of viewers.

Finally, WCR has expanded not only into digital media production but also book
publishing. In 2021, the organization self-published two board books. Although
board books are typically associated with children’s literature, WCR’s publications
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are intended for all ages and explore themes of democracy, poetry, art, and commu-
nity health. The first book, We Trust Our Wings, is available in English or Spanish
and includes local photographer Juan Fuentes’s uplifting black-and-white portraits
of urban settings, cultural celebrations, and everyday people. The book also fea-
tures a poem about the beauty and power of community written by Colorado’s poet
laureate Bobby LeFebre.

The second book, Vote Every Day, which is available in eight languages, reads
as WCR’s manifesto, written in the fun, playful style that permeates all of its work,
including lighthearted illustrations of community life and civic engagement. Vote
Every Day explores what it means to be “civic” and how regular people can use
their power to create the communities they want. The books are sold on a pay-
what-you-can basis, and WCR has donated many copies to community organiza-
tions, public libraries, schools, and other cultural institutions.

As the risks of the COVID-19 pandemic recede, WCR’s pivot into multimedia
production appears to be permanent. In the early days of the organization, WCR
hosted, on average, three in-person programs a month — nearly one in-person event
each week. However, now that the organization has grown and established itself
over more than a decade, it has shifted its focus onto higher quality, more impact-
ful in-person programming (e.g., approximately one in-person event every two
months) while continuing to produce videos that share WCR’s unique take on civic
health to audiences across and beyond Colorado.

Conclusion

Since launching in 2012, Warm Cookies of the Revolution has been working dili-
gently to improve Denver’s civic health through fun, civically focused cultural
events, and it has no plans on slowing down. Having established itself as a cultural
institution in the Denver metropolitan area, WCR has begun to expand its engage-
ment to other marginalized communities around Colorado. Its latest initiative —
Future Town — promotes civic arts in Colorado’s rural civic deserts, including the
towns of Greeley, Leadville, and Loveland. As the organization begins to operate
in these communities, WCR’s members can look forward to more programs, more
videos, and, of course, many, many more cookies.

Note

1 To learn more about those participatory budgeting processes and my research partner-
ship with WCR, see Gardner and Russell (2020), Russell (2021, 2023), and Russell and
Gardner (2019, 2021).
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CIVIC ARTISTS REIMAGINING
DEMOCRACY

Johanna K. Taylor, Amanda Lovelee, and
Mallory Rukhsana Nezam

Our dream is for government staff to fall in love with their work again and for
communities to believe in their civic systems again. We envision that artists with a
permanent role in connecting government and community can achieve their civic
goals to foster a culture of democracy. As CAIR (Cross-sector Artist In Residence)
Lab, we work collectively to support artists embedded across sectors from biotech-
nology to transportation as they collaborate with professionals and communities
to shift how public administrators and other government officials collaborate with
community members and civic groups.

The field of cross-sectoral artists in residence encompasses the work of deep
collective reimagining, initiated by artists, that buttresses democratic processes
and creates pathways to collectively redefine how people live, work, and interact.
The impact of this work is recognized in the process of creation, often through the
collaboration itself, rather than any final product that is produced. This arts-led
collaborative process is where change can happen, where relationships are built,
and how a culture of democracy is fostered in every industry that shapes some
aspect of daily life. This arts-engaged approach creates a more equitable and just
society.

Why Government?

We are inspired by the work that artists do every day to ask deep questions of their
collaborators and take risks that can spark big ideas to answer wicked problems or
shift minute ways of working within an organization. This work is long standing
yet diffuse and hard to track, as artists often also hold full-time jobs in scientific
or technical fields where they bring their artist lens to the work but do not hold the
title of “artist” while on the job.
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From our perspective as artists, researchers, and field builders dispersed across
the United States, we identified government spaces as productive opportunities
for promoting an emphasis on the impacts of artists in cross-sector collaboration.
During the COVID-19 pandemic, public trust in government eroded as public
health systems crumbled and calls for racial justice mounted. At the same time,
unprecedented levels of federal financial support moved into state agencies and
local municipalities that gave civic leaders the leeway to decide what their com-
munities most needed to revitalize their daily lives in a time of crisis. These quickly
distributed funds led to the need to bring more collaborators into conversation to
establish new program models, new engagement tactics, new internal systems.
Because Artist in Residence in Government (AIRG) programs had already gained
some traction over the previous decade in cities such as New York and Boston, with
support from the National Endowment for the Arts as well as city budgets, desire to
experiment with this model to address local needs increased. At the same time, Art-
Place, a national organization supporting arts in equitable community development
initiatives, was sunsetting, thereby leaving gaps between artists, community organ-
izers, city staff, and others who needed a place to ideate in collaboration. In the
post-pandemic era, the need to experiment with bringing artists and art processes
into civic systems more formally is even more imperative as pandemic supports
are removed and broad swaths of groups feel disenfranchised from their leaders.

Artists in Residence in Government

Artists repair eroded civic systems through residencies in government that prior-
itize cross-sector collaboration, equity, and trust building. They catalyze new prac-
tices that help to address core and chronic civic challenges from public health to
environmental justice. Over the past decade, formal AIRG programs increased in
number, a model tested mostly within city governments but also at statewide lev-
els. Federal residences currently are under consideration. Each AIRG program is
unique, designed to respond to specific social, cultural, political, and environmen-
tal contexts. Artists are embedded in government agencies from transportation to
public health to immigrant affairs, collaborating with staff to address a particular
issue (Taylor, 2021). Incorporation of an artist resident can shift how systems oper-
ate internally and make government work more impactful externally. Typically, art-
ists are in residence part time, over a set period averaging one to two years, though
their roles are frequently extended to allow for continued impact.

This work reimagines democracy in action by making poetry out of policy, col-
laborative paintings out of parks, and sculpture out of sanitation maintenance. Art-
ists currently are in residence across the United States, from big cities (Boston,
Los Angeles), to small towns (Granite Falls), to state agencies (Washington,
Minnesota). Programs are beginning to be recognized in cultural policy scholar-
ship as a part of the policy toolkit (Lithgow & Wall, 2017; Taylor, 2021), with
cities producing detailed program evaluations for the field (Sherman et al., 2021).
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Mostly, however, it is being advanced by practitioners across sectors around the
country who are tracking it in reports and through informal networks.

Reimagining Democracy in Action: Art Methods
and Civic Impacts

We are inspired by the stories that we hear in talking to artists and government staff
across the United States. The work does not look the same from one government con-
text to another, but the ways in which artists approach their work share many similar-
ities. Artists ask complex questions and bring creative thinking that can identify root
problems facing democratic processes. Once surfacing the underlying challenges that
have been overlooked, artists build capacity to bring diverse stakeholders together for
a meaningful process of collective problem-solving using their arts practices.

In analyzing residencies, we identified nine different creative methods being
used by artists that can lead to impacts in governments (summarized in Table 15.1).
Often multiple methods are implemented simultaneously, but each individual

TABLE 15.1 Cross-sector collaboration: Art methods and impacts

Art Method Impact Example
Experimentation Improve problem-solving Benny Starr & US Water
Alliance National
Collaborative Validate the labor of civic Mierle Laderman Ukeles &
performance workers NYC Department of Sanitation
New York, NY
Storytelling Humanize government Alan Nakagawa & Los Angeles

Department of Transportation
Los Angeles, CA

Deep listening Long term MAPC
cross-departmental Boston, MA
collaboration
Slowing down Uncover the beauty of Marcus Young & City of St. Paul
civic systems (Sidewalk Poetry)
St. Paul, MN
Prioritizing process Systems change Amanda Lovelee & City of
St. Paul (Pop Up Meeting)
St. Paul, MN
Curiosity and reuse Make government systems  Sto Len & NYC Department of
relevant and exciting to Sanitation
people New York, NY
Community building, Unite diverse networks Amanda Lovelee & City of

internal and external

Asking questions

Expand what is possible
in order to shift
collaborators to focus
on core issues

St. Paul (Urban Flower Field)
St. Paul, MN
Anu Yadav & Department of
Mental Health
Los Angeles, CA
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impact is instrumental, so we address them individually in this chapter and provide
a specific example to demonstrate the impact in action.

Experimentation

In the artistic process, the freedom to experiment allows artists to experiment
through trial and error, freeing themselves from a fixation on what they think the
product should look like. In an applied artistic context, this might look like a print-
maker testing the viscosity of a print ink on ugly prints before determining how to
make them beautiful. Trial and error is essential to the ultimate success, i.e., finding
the right thickness of the ink. Additionally, the artist might find unexpected infor-
mation along the way, like the need for a new color of ink.

Government can also benefit from a mindset that is open to informed experimen-
tation, unafraid of taking risks to find solutions for core problems. As One Water
Artist in Residence at the US Water Alliance, hip-hop artist Benny Starr reflects,
“the artistic process . . . gives way to a blueprint of sorts . . . how we can all step up
to be courageous and daring.” Hosting public meetings in new locations to engage
new populations may take a few months to get right, yet taking the risk may ulti-
mately result in higher engagement. Conversely, not trying sells the process and the
outcome short. Starr observes, “as an artist, one of our essential roles comes from
our tedious observation, which allows us to process and alchemize many experi-
ences, failure chief among them, into creative expressions that communicate all the
possibilities of our existence” (2023).

Collaborative Performance

Mierle Laderman Ukeles has been working as artist in residence in the New York
City Department of Sanitation since 1977 and is a pathbreaker in building spaces
of collaboration for artists and government. Her work celebrates unseen labor that
is crucial in sustaining all city residents.

At the Department of Sanitation, Ukeles began to work at a massive city scale
by engaging workers across the agency. Over years of art performance, she shifted
mindsets within the department by inviting all of the employees into collaborative
spaces to become co-creators with her. In Touch Sanitation (1979—1980), she shook
the hands of over 8,500 workers, saying “thank you for keeping New York alive” to
acknowledge their daily labor as essential. She documented the meetings in maps,
photos, and detailed notes about the workers’ stories. Sharing the documentation of
these collective performances became opportunities for participating employees to
see their own labor as part of an essential collective, as well as public celebrations
of all sanitation workers as vital to sustaining the daily lives of everyone in the city.
The impact of this work continues and was reinvigorated during the COVID-19
pandemic, when the “thank you for keeping New York alive” message was placed
on billboards and in subway signage as a constant reminder to government staff
and residents alike.
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Deep Listening

The Community Engagement and Arts and Culture Departments at the Metropoli-
tan Area Planning Council (MAPC, 2023) in Boston have long been exploring
the ways to work together. Through deep listening, they have been able to form a
powerful long-term, cross-departmental collaboration. MAPC’s Arts and Culture
Department plans projects and runs an AIRG inside their department. The resi-
dent artist’s experience starts with an onboarding phase that often involves meet-
ings with different departments, deep listening and learning about what MAPC
does. Through deep listening, the artist often ends up working across departments,
uncovering shared challenges and complementary approaches. Artists have fos-
tered interdepartmental collaboration by bringing partners together from different
teams to work together.

A similar method prevails in the collaboration between Community Engage-
ment and Arts and Culture, which uses deep listening to invite the departments
to recognize that engagement is a necessity central to their practice, rather than a
budgetary bonus. The teams codified creative engagement as an arts and planning
method (MAPC, 2023). The regional plan MetroCommon 2050 includes a strategy
to engage art throughout including documentary film and a request for proposals
for artists to communicate systems and areas for action.

Curiosity and Reuse

The New York Department of Sanitation sees one challenge they face as getting
New Yorkers to “reconsider their own role” in the relationship between themselves,
their trash, and those who make it disappear. The curiosity of Sto Len, the depart-
ment’s 2022 AIRG, has helped to make government sanitation systems relevant
and exciting to people. His curiosity about a system that most people overlook
uncovered unique elements of the department’s work and displayed its importance
to New Yorkers and sparked their curiosity in it.

Len considers the department’s material and personnel as his artistic materials.
He established the Office of In Visibility to highlight the department’s workforce
through public events, resurfacing old videos that are entertaining and informative,
and prints that are remixed from old posters. In Privy Pit, a public engagement
series, a community member could decorate a trash can to make it fun to use or
attempt to not throw anything away for a day. Len’s palpable interest to uncover
and learn from department materials finds its way into the art he creates and the
engagement opportunities he hosts, which ultimately improves residents’ under-
standing of the Department of Sanitation’s role in their lives and their own relation-
ship to waste systems.

Storytelling

Oral history is foundational to Alan Nakagawa’s practice. He was trained in oral
history and artmaking and sees the value of listening and storytelling as connecting
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both practices, he explains that “listening is the key . . . I seek for some sense of
honesty or truth” (Nakagawa, 2022, p. 136). He has built deep collaborative rela-
tionships, working with government staff to discover truths about themselves and
their agency that led some to honest tears. He progresses from listening to building
narratives and telling stories that respond to what he heard to form alliances and
advance government goals.

Nakagawa worked on staff for Los Angeles Metro before transitioning into a
series of nine artist residency positions over six years. Appointed Los Angeles
County Creative Strategist in the Department of Transportation in 2015, he assumed
it was because of his prior government experience, but he was told that it was
because of his listening abilities. He was able to bridge gaps, bringing the LA Ghost
Bike community into DOT decision-making to continue to memorialize bicyclists
while also improving roadway safety. He created new cultures of relationship build-
ing through story, making welcoming spaces uniting artists, community, and trans-
portation staff the first step in every policy initiative (Nakagawa, 2022).

Community Building

Urban Flower Field was a gathering space built in a fenced-off gravel lot that the
City of St. Paul struggled to activate and that the community was angry about.
The temporary public art project was ultimately cared for by the community who
also fought to integrate it as a city park. City Artist in Residence Amanda Lovelee
knew that she needed partners when she started thinking about design of the quarter
block lot. Like most artists would do, she drew on her connections in the com-
munity to pull together many different partners across different sectors including
permaculture, landscape design, biology, education, local businesses, artists, and
residents. Working with Professor Adam Kay at the University of St. Thomas, the
public art project became a scientific research site, leading to two research projects
conducted over four years with findings published in a scientific journal. Countless
community art events were hosted in the space.

AIRGs allow cities to benefit from artists’ vast connections within their own
communities and across many fields. Artists not only have a seat at the civic
table in these programs but tend to bring in other new and diverse voices. Artists
are natural community builders, both shaping internal collaborations and break-
ing down silos within government and also shaping unique outside partnerships.
Urban Flower Field won multiple awards and raised operating funding from mul-
tiple fields and partnerships. Artist creativity lies not solely in art making but also
in uniting diverse networks and building community across unexpected divides.

Prioritizing Process

We are used to thinking of art as a product, an object that holds value and meaning.
Yet art can be both product and process, where the real value is in the process of
community connection. Amanda Lovelee’s Pop Up Meeting was a popsicle truck
designed to bring underrepresented voices into the City of St. Paul’s work. It was
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a tool that dramatically expanded the city’s systems for community participation.
Pop Up Meeting changed how St. Paul approaches community engagement by
bringing community meetings to where people already are — the neighborhood
park, the schoolyard — rather than requiring them to attend a formal public meet-
ing. The truck made participating in the civic process fun, accessible, and easy
while rewarding residents for sharing their community expertise with a locally
made popsicle.

Lovelee was in residence in St. Paul for seven years and created many projects,
but she thinks that the biggest impact she had was on internal systems change.
AIRGs have the unique opportunity to explore within a system, ask questions, and
test ideas. With time, the unique internal position that artists in residence operate
from in collaboration with government staff provide the collective ability to change
civic systems from within. Pop Up Meeting has also become a model used in other
cities across the country.

Slowing Down

Viewed from the outside, cities seem slow to change and slow to operate; yet inter-
nally, systems are always functioning. Replication of the structure of these systems
is considered to be efficient. St. Paul Artist in Residence Marcus Young slowed
down this repetition by looking at systems and asking why things were done in
particular ways.

Young began his work getting to know the city and the people who make it
run by following staff on their daily tasks. He followed a public works employee
working on the sidewalk replacement program and noticed that after a contractor
finished a sidewalk section, it was stamped with their name and date. Marcus asked
if other messages could be stamped on the sidewalk, and Sidewalk Poetry was
launched.

Since 2008 more than 1,200 poems have been stamped into sidewalks, including
73 poems written by St. Paul residents. The project has continued past Marcus’s
time in the city, and now everyone in St. Paul lives within a ten-minute walk of
a Sidewalk Poem. Slowing down the simple process of replacing sidewalks has
turned the streets of St. Paul into a book of poetry, uncovering the beauty of civic
systems.

Asking Questions

The Los Angeles County Department of Arts and Culture has been operating the
Creative Strategist program since 2018 and is a part of the countywide Cultural
Equity and Inclusion Initiative, which aims to “improve inclusion in the wider arts
ecology for all residents in every community.” That vision inspires every artist
appointed to ask who is being included in the work of the agency they are partner-
ing with and how to expand access to services for all residents.
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Theatre artist Anu Yadav centered this mandate to ask questions about equity
and inclusion in her work with the Department of Mental Health. Through her
questioning, she learned that medical industry practitioners were included as
prospective partners and had established department relationships, but many of
the non-Western clinics that are the primary providers for many Angelenos were
overlooked. Yadav’s questioning led her to build relationships with many well-
ness practitioners in this expanded field, mapping these prospective contractors
and collaborators to meet the department’s new strategic plan goals in the Healing
Through Story toolkit (Yadav, 2020).

A Personal Experience With Culture Change

In the following paragraphs, CAIR Lab member and co-author Amanda Lovelee
describes her personal perspective on experiencing culture change in civic institu-
tions and clarifies the difference between an artist in residence and more traditional,
product-focused art. Artists have the power to change internal cultures within civic
settings to create a new culture, reshaping government slowly from within.

Everyone including artists, partners, and funders are looking for the money shot
of a project with a simple tagline. Like pairing “Pop Up Meeting — bringing
underrepresented voices into urban planning one popsicle at a time” with a pic-
ture of the cute red truck next to me handing a survey and a popsicle to a commu-
nity member. I never thought I would be known as the “popsicle person,” nor did
I realize my real change work would be internal culture change. But how do you
photograph culture change? It is easier to talk about the product than the process.
Traditionally, artists have been paid for products like a painting or sculpture.

As an artist who has spent more than a decade embedded in government,
I see that some of the real magic happens on the inside, where systems change
work happens. The largest gift [ was given as an artist in residence was time.
I was not given much direction and was able to follow what made me curious
and pursue the sweet spot where my curiosity aligned with the city’s unrecog-
nized needs. While participating in an under-attended city meeting, I realized
that the city needed to make community engagement more equitable, fun, and
easy. | transformed a city-owned truck into a nationally known project that high-
lights the need to make civic participation accessible and impactful. Handing
out popsicles in exchange for participating in a mobile city meeting was fun,
but my real pride came in seeing how the deeper community input was able to
change the mind of one planner or one public works engineer about the value of
community engagement in their daily work. Pop Up Meeting changed the city’s
internal system, changed staff mindsets, changed how the city does community
engagement.

Internal culture change also happened in Urban Flower Field, a fenced-off
gravel pit turned into a temporary gathering space, park, and science experiment.
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Yes, the published scientific research and the awards we won for design were
amazing, but I will never forget the email I received from a landscape architec-
ture firm. They wrote:

Thanks for pushing our maintenance team to use movable furniture at
Urban Flower Field and saying it was part of the art when you were told
no. When the furniture was not stolen or vandalized after a summer you
showed our maintenance team what is possible. I was allowed to add
movable furniture to a permanent design of a downtown park. Thanks for
changing the city.

The public documentation of the park includes images of plants in bloom and
the Fibonacci-inspired mural behind it, but this email shows the true impact.
While the park is temporary, the process of creating it changed a system, a
bureaucratic rule, to create new, more accessible approaches in the city.

Futurecasting Democracy and the Field of Cross-Sector
Artists in Residence

Public trust is at an all-time low across the United States. People feel abandoned as
pandemic sources of financial support are canceled, even as food and housing costs
increase, childcare opportunities are extremely limited, and available jobs pay low
wages insufficient to support a family. Simultaneously, corporations report huge
profits and their leaders are awarded enormous bonuses. Public protests at govern-
ment offices are ignored as legislatures promulgate more restrictions on voting and
the rights of women and marginalized groups. The country is increasingly polar-
ized. The future of democracy is in crisis.

The cluster of art methods we describe reflect the powerful impacts of AIRG
programs and similar opportunities that embed artists across sectors. Traditional
public art projects are valuable and can impact the built environment and com-
munity engagement of a place, but AIRGs can change culture to affect how civic
systems function and how government agencies connect with the communities they
serve. This is why CAIR Lab pursues our goal of artists in residence at all levels of
government to promote democracy through action.

Uniting artists, public administrators, and communities together in cross-sector
collaboration is an opportunity to disrupt expected modes of government opera-
tions to create invitations to rebuild trust. Bertelli (2022) discusses the power of
the work of public administrators in promoting democracy and aligns well with our
goals for artists in government. He delineates measures to enhance accountability
and internal processes which will make public administrators more responsive to
the people they affect in their work. Inclusion of an AIRG in these agencies would
provide a new avenue for them to reimagine internal systems based on care, equity,
and other values prioritizing the impacts of their work on the public. Through
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cross-sector collaboration models such as AIRGs, civic systems can interrogate
how public values are prioritized, by whom, and for whom, by looking at civic
processes and reimagining ways of working to be more accountable.

We envision residencies beyond the government sphere transcending all sectors
of civic life. While artists have been working across industries for decades, recog-
nizing their impact and their potential for the future can lead to more democratic
outcomes. The process-based work of Cross-Sector Artists in Residence empha-
sizes artist-led collaborations with practitioners in diverse sectors that advance
change, both internally and externally to the place of work. Now is the time to
dream big, to draw on a legacy of artists advancing cross-sectoral change to col-
laboratively shape a future where artists lead at all levels of government and across
all parts of society to shape our civic life for a more equitable and just society.

References

Bertelli, A. M. (2022). Democracy administered: How public administration shapes repre-
sentative government. Cambridge University Press.

Lithgow, M., & Wall, K. (2017). Embedded aesthetics: Artist-in-residencies as sites of
discursive struggle and social innovation. Seismopolite: Journal of Art and Politics.
https://www.seismopolite.com/embedded-aesthetics-artist-in-residencies-as-sites-of-
discursive-struggle-and-social-innovation

MAPC. (2023). What is creative engagement? Arts and Planning Toolkit. Metropolitan Area
Planning council. https://artsandplanning.mapc.org/creative-engagement/

Nakagawa, A. (2022). A.L.R. head: Anatomy of an artist in residence. Writ Large Press.

Sherman, D., Montgomery, D., & Bruck, C. (2021). How artists change the city: Three year
program evaluation. The City of Boston Mayor’s Office of Arts and Culture. https://
www.boston.gov/departments/arts-and-culture/boston-artists-residence-air

Starr, B. (2023, April 26). Personal communication [email].

Taylor, J. K. (2021). Art practice as policy practice: Framing the work of artists embedded
in government. The Journal of Arts Management, Law, and Society, (4), 224-237. http://
dx.doi.org/10.1080/10632921.2021.1925193

Yadav, A. (2020). Healing through story: A toolkit on grassroots approaches. Los Angeles
County Department of Mental Health. https://www.healingthroughstory.org



16

“THE MOST OPTIMISTIC WAY | HAVE
OF ENVISIONING OUR COLLECTIVE
FUTURE”

Bronwyn Mauldin and Artists 4 Democracy

On a sunny Southern California Sunday two days before the 2018 midterm elections,
two chartered buses filled with artists and art students drove down the freeway from
Los Angeles into Orange County, where first-time candidate Katie Porter was run-
ning for Congress. A small group of artists-turned-activists had recruited the can-
vassers and raised money to charter the buses from art galleries Wilding Cran, Blum
and Poe, Night Gallery, Ochi Projects, and Ghebaly Gallery. They had partnered
with Swing Left, a progressive political group founded after the 2016 presidential
election, who had the infrastructure and connected us with the campaign. Before
heading out to canvas door to door, Porter boarded the bus to thank everyone.

Wearing wide-brimmed hats and slathered with SPF 50, some on the bus were
visibly nervous. Few if any had ever canvassed for a candidate for public office.
The next day, some 30 of them returned on their own to canvas again.

This was the moment when Artists 4 Democracy (A4D) found our groove. Porter
won her election, flipping the long-red district to blue as part of a wave that began
to stem the tide of rising authoritarianism in American politics, and artists had
played a role.

In this chapter we share the story of A4D. It’s a story of how artists as a dis-
tinct group of people with a specialized set of skills and talents can manifest their
ideas in tangible ways to build a more inclusive and just democracy. It is equally
a story of how artists are ordinary people living the same busy, complicated lives
as everyone else. Some of our most important contributions have been to join
with others to engage in rather mundane tasks that, when we do them in a spirit of
empathy, mutual respect, and radical practicality, can help strengthen democracy.

sk
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Ask ten artists to define democracy and you’ll get at least a dozen answers:
“Democracy is where the communal and the individual intersect.”
“Everybody has a voice. Everybody has a vote.”

“It’s about consensus and compromise. Everyone has a say but not everybody
gets exactly what they want.”

“The consent of the people being ruled.”
“It’s the most optimistic way I have of envisioning our collective future.”

One thing all of us who are members of A4D agree on is that “voting” is not a syno-
nym for “democracy.” It’s only one critical component of how we make democracy
work in the United States. Nevertheless, we are all artists and members of an activ-
ist group that has been organizing get-out-the-vote activities with art schools and
art students since those historic 2018 midterm elections.

Each of us traveled our own personal and artistic journey that converged in the
wake of the 2016 election. Some had years of experience as activists on issues
from healthcare to housing to immigrant rights to cancellation of debt in the Global
South. Some had volunteered before for political campaigns. Some had worked in
government. For others, the election of a would-be autocrat as president spurred
them to take organized political action for the first time. This election had revealed
the fragile infrastructure underpinning democracy.

The election “started this whole kind of hysteria,” says A4D member Lynne
Berman. “We went into complete fear and anxiety. What the fuck just happened to
our world? And what can we do about it?”

We also agree that the democracy most of us took for granted until November
2016 was not the best democracy possible. A4D’s work to get out the vote is not
an effort to recreate the status quo, but to truly engage artists and art students in the
long-term struggle to make democracies more just.

ek

A4D emerged from a group founded in November 2016 by seven artists and an
architect in a meeting at the Hammer Museum in Los Angeles. They christened
their new organization the Artists’ Political Action Network (APAN) and put out a
wider call to artists to gather on February 12, 2017, to discuss what they could do
collectively in response to the rising threat to democracy.'

To do its work, APAN organized itself into committees focused on women’s
issues, immigration, the environment, racism, and electoral politics. There was a
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“maker” committee and another focused on mass communications. A4D member
Sarana Mehra describes the tone of those early APAN meetings. “There was a
shared feeling of panic. There was this feeling of wanting to do something but not
knowing quite what to do.”

As weeks turned to months and APAN subcommittees continued to meet, indi-
vidual artists began to drift away. Some launched individual art or “artivist™ pro-
jects focused on the issues they cared about. Many simply did not have the time or
energy for ongoing planning and organizing meetings. Within a year, APAN had
dwindled to a handful of people.

A few original APAN members continued to experiment in a series of actions
that functioned as a fact-finding period to arrive at our core mission. A4D member
Ry Rocklen led a project to make T-shirts and banners to support a local resident
who had been snatched off the streets by Immigration and Customs Enforcement
(ICE). A4D member Kysa Johnson helped organize an artist panel about the culture
wars of the 1980s at the Museum of Contemporary Art (MOCA) in downtown Los
Angeles. We co-hosted an event on immigration law at the Los Angeles Contempo-
rary Exhibitions (LACE) gallery. A4D members Berman and Deborah Aschheim
began taking materials to demonstrations so people could make their own signs,
adding an element of joy and pleasure to events built on protests that had emerged
from anger and fear.

This emerging new organization needed a new name. Sitting in the nearly empty
Ivanhoe restaurant over guacamole and chips one afternoon, Johnson, Mehra, and
Rocklen brainstormed ideas, scribbling on napkins and searching URLs. They
wanted a name that reflected the new direction they were moving in, that centered
on the thing they cared about most: democracy.

“How crazy it was that as artists you’re meant to be the radical side of society,
and in that moment the most radical thing for us was protecting democracy itself,”
says Mehra.

In some ways, these early months reflect what was happening across the United
States. The Indivisible Guide — a highly influential call to progressive activism
published as a Google doc on December 11, 2016 — was burning its way across
the internet, inspiring creation of new grassroots groups in cities, towns, and rural
communities. Workers at federal agencies (and their imitators) were launching alt-
style social media accounts. Every weekend there was another protest on the next
emerging crisis, people pinging from one demonstration to the next in hand-knit
pink pussy hats.

As the 2018 midterm campaign was heating up, Swing Left reached out to us.
They saw artists as one community among countless others across the United States
to be mobilized for political action. When artist Patrick Jackson organized an art
sale fundraiser at Ghebaly Gallery for first-time congressional candidate Katie Hill,
A4D was on hand to register voters. Artist William Kaminsky was heavily involved
with the Hill campaign at the time and helped facilitate the connection. This would
turn out to be the largest single fundraiser of Hill’s campaign. A4D partnered with
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other groups including Walk the Walk, who raise money for grassroots organiza-
tions doing voter education in historically disenfranchised communities of color
that are led by people from those communities. A4D cross-promoted Walk the
Walk’s fundraising events to our artist community, and several members of A4D
did volunteer work with them.

We set up tables to register voters on the campus of California Institute for the
Arts (CalArts), located in the historically red district where Hill was running. A4D
participant and CalArts faculty member Scott Benzel went door-to-door in the
dorms to register voters. Turnout by CalArts students increased by nearly 44%
compared to the 2014 midterms, and both Porter and Hill were elected to Congress.
Our experiments led us to a simple but profound discovery: we could create mean-
ingful on-ramps to the democratic process for artists and art students.

“It’s less about telling people what to do than it is about convincing the peo-
ple who already know what to do how to do it,” says A4D member Lisa Anne
Auerbach. She introduced us to the concept of “radical practicality” and we have
embraced it, taking pragmatic action that can ultimately lead to profound change,
working with whatever material is available.

“As artists, we’re used to making something out of nothing,” Johnson says. “We
understand that when you have these big ideas and concepts, you have to do a lot of
really mundane, practical things to get them out into the world. To make this thing
that when other people see it seems like magic, the artist knows it took me a month
of going to the hardware store to buy materials, building a stretcher, priming the
canvas, all that messy work.”

“It takes a certain stamina,” Berman says. “It’s not sexy or glamorous, and
you’re not going to get a career boost out of it.”

Flush with success after the 2018 midterms, A4D members reached out to
Frieze, which was launching its first Los Angeles art fair. We were given space for a
“Democracy Shop.” Members and supporters of A4D made original works, includ-
ing limited-edition poster prints, T-shirts and hats, zines, and postcards. Proceeds
from each sale were split 50/50 between A4D and the artist.

We started planning for the next presidential election, designing a tour of art
schools located in swing districts across the United States. We would partner with
local artists to give talks on campuses about their work and their views on democ-
racy and voting. We would bring in local issue-based activist groups to do voter
registration. We were given space for a Democracy Shop at the second Frieze Los
Angeles, where we raised even more money to fund our upcoming tour.

It was February 2020.

skesksk
Like everyone else who could, A4D pivoted online. Our virtual meetings became a

mix of election-year planning and mutual support for each other as human beings
struggling to cope with the upheaval of the pandemic. We even gained a few new
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FIGURE 16.1 A4D’s “Democracy Shop” at Frieze Los Angeles in 2020. Photograph by
A4D member Kysa Johnson.

members. Filled with a mix of hope and dread for the upcoming election, we
dug deep into our networks to create a series of seven virtual talks by artists who
wanted to contribute to our work to defend democracy: Ruben Ochoa, Amir H. Fal-
lah, Kandis Williams, Scott Benzel, Christina Quarles, Lauren Halsey, and Laura
Owens. Each talked about their work and their values, and the sometimes circui-
tous, sometimes very direct relationship between the two. Halsey’s Summaevery-
thang community center was providing organic produce to residents of Watts and
South Central Los Angeles, while Ochoa’s newest works highlighted the invisible
labor of immigrant street vendors. The series of talks showed how artists can model
their values of inclusivity and social justice as individuals while also taking action
on those values through their work. Each talk was introduced by an A4D member
and concluded with information about how and why to register to vote. Art profes-
sors from the University of Nevada, Las Vegas; Rhode Island School of Design;
University of California, San Diego; and others incorporated our talks into their
course syllabi.

“As an art student, you are looking at these people in the art world who are
living the life that you hope to have, and you admire them,” says Johnson. “They
represent something to you that is good. To have that voting message come through
them can have a greater impact.”
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For the artists who gave the talks, it was an opportunity to speak openly about
the political content of their work that the art press doesn’t always want to explore,
says A4D member Melissa Passman. “We gave them an opportunity to have a more
direct conversation and get that on the record.”

Auerbach takes it a step further. “I would argue that much art, even non-
politically themed art, is political. Even the decision to be an artist in the period of
twentieth century capitalist ideology is political.”

At the same time, Mehra, who manages A4D’s social media, launched our
“POV” (Protest, Organize, Vote) initiative. In the pandemic pivot to online, she
had doubled down on building our Instagram network, identifying organizations
who shared our values and cross-promoting events with Advice, Black Lives Mat-
ter, RiseUp, Walk the Walk, and others. She invited artists from anywhere to send
recorded short videos explaining why they protest, organize, and vote. Artists from
across the country — from Georgia to Texas to Oregon to Connecticut — partici-
pated, from art students to blue-chip names.

In early 2021 we launched a newsletter modeled on the artist talks. Each issue
shares actions that artists can take to help strengthen democracy, including infor-
mation about legislation in the works. We also profile an artist whose work reflects
democratic values. Performance artist and Pulitzer Prize finalist Kristina Wong, an
elected member of the Koreatown Neighborhood Council in Los Angeles, encour-
aged artists to run for public office. Ukrainian-born artist Julia Tcharfas called on
the global arts community to help keep Ukrainian culture alive by sharing and
highlighting the work of its artists, filmmakers, and writers at a time when Russia
is trying to destroy not only the country but its language, history, and culture.

When the GOP tried to do an end-run around the democratic electoral process
and recall California Governor Gavin Newsom in 2021, A4D was there with our
“TOTAL NO RECALL” online campaign.

We were finally able to be back on campus in the fall of 2022, in time for the
midterm elections. We taught a series of hands-on workshops for making signs,
zines, costumes, and videos with students at the CSUN (California State Univer-
sity, Northridge) Art Gallery. Berman organized a Festival of Voting with students
at Cal State LA (California State University, Los Angeles). We traveled to CSUB
(California State University, Bakersfield), where three deep-red congressional dis-
tricts converge, and spent a day encouraging art students to vote. (The Art Depart-
ment at CSUB cancels classes on Election Day to ensure students can vote.)

Nearly one-third of undergraduate students attending California State colleges are
the first in their family to attend college. This was a group we particularly wanted
to reach. Our workshops provoked conversations with them about the issues they
cared about most deeply. We discovered that art galleries can be a critical locus of
democratic action, a center for free speech on campus, but only if faculty, staff, and
students activate them. Several A4D members also did independent get-out-the-
vote workshops, lectures, and exhibits with students at community colleges, univer-
sities, and high schools in Georgia, North Carolina, and across Los Angeles County.
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FIGURE 16.2 A student at California State University, Northridge, poses with the sign
she made in an A4D Sign-Making Workshop in 2022. Photograph by
A4D member Deborah Aschheim.

By stepping up and doing the work of organizing events and activities, by shar-
ing timely information about everything from protests to voting and recommend-
ing places to give time and resources, we created opportunities for other artists to
step in occasionally and contribute to defending democracy. For the members of
A4D, this came at a cost. Time spent organizing was not spent on our individual
artistic practices or our loved ones. At the end of 2020, many of us were exhausted
and burned out. We rallied in 2021 for the California gubernatorial recall election,
and again for the 2022 midterms, as we will for the 2024 presidential election, and
for the election after that. But we have learned to pace ourselves, even as we con-
tinue to work to build the better democracy we envision, one where all people with
the right to vote have equitable access to the ballot box as well as the knowledge,
skills, and confidence to exercise that right.

skoksk
Over time A4D’s work has moved up and down the continuum between partisan

and nonpartisan. We have made these decisions situationally, based on what is most
urgent in the moment and what is the most pragmatic way to achieve our goal of
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working toward a more just democracy. Even our legal structure was debated at
length and ultimately driven by radical practicality. At first we pursued registering
as a Super PAC, but federal election laws would limit who we could accept money
from and require significant, intrusive data collection about donors. Advised by
Passman, an attorney, we decided to register as a 501(c)4 nonprofit, rather than the
better-known (c)3 model. The tradeoff is that while (c)4 organizations can engage
in far more partisan political activities, our donors cannot take a tax deduction, and
we are ineligible for most foundation or government grants.

Our on-campus events required us to be nonpartisan, but this also turns out to
be radically practical. Working with young art students, we have discovered how
deeply wary they are of political parties. Nonpartisan outreach can be more effective
for getting students civically engaged in ways that are meaningful to them, rather
than telling them who to vote for in the next election or promoting a specific political
party. Art students want to speak their truth, so we show them how voting is a tool
for doing that. In our hands-on workshops, we invite them to choose an issue that
matters to them, then make a sign, zine, costume, or video to express their views.

Then we always return to voting. Not just voting for the candidates they sup-
port, but protecting the right to vote by exercising that right and encouraging their
friends and family to vote too. As A4D member Futernick says, “None of the rest
of what makes up a democracy happens without voting. That’s the thing that feels
especially fragile. It’s hard to think about anything else right now.”

Johnson adds, “We want to reach this pool of people who are about to start vot-
ing but might think they can’t make a difference, who are disillusioned with the
system.”

“Art students can be apathetic, but they can be convinced to participate,” says
Auerbach. “It doesn’t take that much effort to show up. So you may as well because
the alternative can be that you and people you love are going to be harmed.”

Berman sees our fundamental task as “getting art students engaged in some kind
of activity that involves them in a creative process that makes them feel energized
to participate and, hopefully, to become curious and ask questions.”

“A4D specializes in democracy education and voting literacy,” says Webster.
“There’s something about it that’s so simple and so direct, but so needed.”

Focusing on elections, as Aschheim says, is about flexing our power where we
can. “We don’t get to do it with other powerful people like Elon Musk or Jeff
Bezos. Elected officials are the one group of people who have power over us, but
where we have power over them.”

sk

“Artists are deeply affected by a lot of civic issues but don’t necessarily feel empow-
ered to do anything about it,” observes Futernick. This drives the deep cynicism
about politicians and the political system we sometimes see among fellow artists.
Taken as a group, artists are generally perceived as having views well to the left
of so-called “average” Americans, and many artists embrace this outsider status.
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Nevertheless, while many artists may not see their personal views reflected in state
and federal laws, major national polls show that:

* 71% of Americans support equal marriage for LGBTQ+ and straight people®

* 71% of Americans want stricter gun laws*

* 61% of Americans believe abortion should be legal in most cases®

* 61% of Americans have changed their behavior because of their concerns about
the environment®

* 57% of Americans believe voting is a fundamental right for every US citizen
and should not be restricted’

* 43% of Americans would prefer that our current healthcare system based on
private insurance be replaced by a government-run system?®

When artists opt out of voting because they believe elected officials and the govern-
ment do not reflect their views, they create a self-fulfilling prophecy. “When I hear
artists say that whoever is President doesn’t matter,” says Rocklen, “it gets me fired
up for people to be that pessimistic and dismissive of the power of politics.”

A4D is working to reverse this vicious cycle and transform it into a virtu-
ous one where artists vote, then help other artists and art students vote as well.
Philadelphia-based artist Jessica Gath founded the initiative 5 Million Strong’ on
the fact that there are more arts and culture workers in America (4.9 million in
2021)!° than there are physicians (761,700)" or oil and gas workers (106,440).12
Why shouldn’t we organize ourselves to fight for better wages and working condi-
tions, to fight for our values, just like they do?

A4D believes in the radically practical act of showing up to vote and helping
others do the same. We believe in the radical practicality of providing artists with
on-ramps to all the different ways they can engage in democracy, from protests,
to meetings with elected officials, to running for public office. When more people
who share our views show up and stay engaged, we can change laws so they reflect
our beliefs. We can change the names and faces of the people making those deci-
sions so they look more like the rest of America.

sk

A4D had to go through a period of uncertainty and experimentation to discover our
mission. We tested new ideas, discarded what did not work, then honed the ones
that do. Thinking about engaging in democracy as an ongoing practice rather than a
one-time task or goal helps us to persist. It keeps us motivated when our candidates
lose an election or when morally corrupt politicians stoke fear against people we
love as a cruel strategy for getting elected.

We have learned that giving people something to paint, sing, play, or make
inspires a spirit of generation and builds enthusiasm, which can translate into
action. Art can counteract the feelings of being shut down and oppressed that lead
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to inaction and, at worst, cynicism. A4D works to help people build a sense of
agency through arts activities merged with civic engagement.

We have learned to plan for fallow periods where we step away from our organ-
izing activities. We give ourselves permission to be human beings with complex
lives. We create opportunities and infrastructure that allow other artists to step in
and out of democratic activism when and where they can. In order to do the best
work we can around elections, we also have to make time for art, our vocation.

We have discovered that artists have a role on both sides of the electoral sys-
tem: the money side and the people side. Blue-chip artists and collectors can and
should donate cash, artwork, and their clout for political fundraisers. If they do not
put their resources behind the candidates and activist organizations who share our
values, then our opponents will use their wealth to harm us all. We say this despite
our deep frustration that money still plays such a pivotal role in electoral politics.

We will continue to criticize our imperfect elected officials and the flawed poli-
cies they enact, even as we encourage artists and art students to engage actively
and continuously with our democratic processes toward a better future. As political
communications strategist Anat Shenker-Osorio has said, “Our opposition is not
the opposition. It is cynicism.”'3 A4D’s collective hope for the future is not a blind
wish that everything will somehow all work out. It is firmly rooted in our critique
of the injustice, violence, and environmental degradation around us, combined
with our belief in our ability to make real, meaningful change by working with our
arts community.
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EDITORS’ SUMMARY AND
CONCLUSION

As editors, it was a joy to work with the visionary authors in this volume — artists,
scholars, and activists who have articulated work that has not received the attention
and support it deserves. We hope this book has provided readers evidence of the
skillful ways artists’ practices have and can contribute to cultures of democracy.
Beginning with Maryo Gard Ewell’s Foreword, we’ve read how artists from the
early part of the 20th century produced cultural programs in the United States that
conspicuously promoted democracies and democratic ways of living on multiple
levels of community and civic life. These were surely not unique but point to a long
tradition of such work that has been relegated to the margins of creative cultural
practices.

Continuing and growing threats to the very fabric of democracies around the
world call for every sector and professional practice to contribute to weaving a cul-
ture of democracy in every community. There is reason to fear major world powers
may again fall to fascism and authoritarian rule to the benefit of corporate global
capital, oligarchs, and strongmen political rulers; to the denigration of labor and
hard-earned social supports, civil, and political rights. A mere two centuries or so
of liberal democracies in the face of thousands of years of human civilization that
were dominated by oppressive authoritarian regimes can easily succumb. Artists,
and their creative work, have served these regimes and institutions of power and
privilege. Clearly, there are exceptions, and we hope these exceptions grow to more
than a footnote in history, to a powerful force in communities around the globe.

We hope this book makes a contribution to a long-standing and global discussion
around the realities and possibilities of artists aligning with the broader interests of
their communities, challenging self-serving interests of power.

The six practices we delineated in the Introduction that we found are shared
across democracy and ways artists and cultural organizations engage in
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community-building work, are well integrated in the work described: storytelling
and the construction of narratives that promote empathy; a built environment that
fosters equitable interactions; distribution of power that builds bridges; discourse
and deliberation that fosters learning; advocacy and organizing to mobilize action;
and active engagement in governing and electoral processes. We have read here
about how artists’ practices can contribute to all of these threads to weave more
equitable cultures of democracy.

The book led with Part One on Place-based Actions, seeing the ground — the
physical spaces people share on which communities exist — as a fundamental
building block for democracies. Democracies, in the formal political sense, are
place-based, formed around spatial delineations, and generally include place-
based representation. In the introduction to this section, Jeremy Liu and his father
John K. C. Liu illustrate how locally based community work by artists help weave
social and civic fabric. They add to the metaphor of weaving from the book’s title,
describing culture as the warp to democracy’s weft. From their decades of experi-
ences in community development, they call for the need to recognize the “cultural”
in every community’s development, and they highlight what they call the “energiz-
ing effect of process over end result.” Through the thoughtful practice of weaving,
cultures and democracies gain strength.

Contestation of power and place is common in place-based democracies as
explored by D’Arcy Molan, Katya Johanson, and Emily Potter in Chapter 1. In
settler-colonial rural Australia, Indigenous families, farmers, and recreation-seek-
ing newcomers engage in what these authors call “democratic spectacle.” Through
the co-creation of multimedia events, abandoned grain silos become both object and
symbol in the weaving of a richly layered civic life. Meena Natarajan, in Chapter 2,
writes about the work of Pangea World Theater in Minneapolis in a neighborhood
left in ashes after the police murder of George Floyd in 2020. With Indigenous art-
ists, and employing theater and public art practices, Pangea prepares the ground for
equitable rebuilding through cross-cultural relationship building and democratic
practices applied to planning, development projects, and collective action. Creative
recovery following natural disasters in the Australian state of Victoria, as described
by Anna Kennedy-Borissow in Chapter 3, illustrates how combining a spirit of
resilience with transformative recovery builds on democratic practices and cre-
ates a healthier civic community. The authors of Chapter 4 describe how Writers
Room in Philadelphia widens circles of urban spatial justice while building models
for sharing living spaces and sharing stories. Engaging in practices of democracy,
including shaping narratives, design of the built environment, deliberation, and
organizing, these authors describe ways of braiding stronger civic fabric in a con-
tested urban neighborhood.

Introducing Part Two on Aesthetic Strategies, Diane Ragsdale and Shannon
Litzenberger provide theoretical underpinning for how creative processes and col-
lective practices model ways of worldmaking and provide rehearsal for the world
they would like to make. Ragsdale and Litzenberger describe the aesthetic prac-
tices in the chapters that follow as “pre-figuring functioning democracies.” In a
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contemporary world of increasingly “pernicious polarization,” they reflect on how
these aesthetic practices counter this disturbing trend, shift relationships, and pro-
vide ways to manifest pluralism. Western ways of knowing that separate knowl-
edge from responsibility (among many other things) are reconnected through the
process that weaves meaning-making with practices of embodied co-creation.

Andrea Assaf, in Chapter 5, traces her personal creative journey in protest move-
ments and the performing arts describing the practice of decentering dominant
cultural narratives and systems of power to shape equitable democratic ways of
working and living. She uses Story Circles, collective dramaturgy, ensemble pro-
cess, co-creation, and other techniques to create a microcosm of a more desirable
world and to rehearse one’s places in that world. Heather McLean, working in the
settler-colonially named Kamloops, British Columbia, co-creates comedic perfor-
mances via webinars with Indigenous collaborators to advance suppressed Indig-
enous perspectives. In Chapter 6, she describes these webinars that address climate
and housing crises while confronting a neoliberal university setting that neutral-
izes democratic principles and practices. In the third and final chapter in this sec-
tion, Rui Gongalves Cepeda, working in Portugal, illustrates how, by building on
centuries-old traditions of bullfighting, audiences co-create and perform artwork
while they erase the image of the bullfighter. Co-curation of this public spectacle
engages participants to challenge public policies while reshaping cultural practices.

In Part Three on Learning Environments, introduced by Susan Badger Booth,
civic education goes beyond the classroom and learning about the machinery of
governments. Booth expresses optimism seeing increased participation in democ-
racies by young people. She advocates the value of active participation in demo-
cratic practices both in classroom pedagogies and through experiential field work
in their communities. In the four case studies in this section, Booth observes how
storytelling, culturally responsive teaching, questioning power, giving voice, see-
ing multiple viewpoints, and collective decision-making are shared pedagogical
approaches as well as learning outcomes. Students in each of the environments
are not just observers but creators and co-creators who experience democracy in
action.

In the photography-based project, Doing Visual Politics, in Chapter 8, artists-
teachers-authors Alan Hill, Kelly Hussey-Smith, Marnie Badham, Shehab Uddin,
and Sagar Chhetri reframe photography as a relational practice in which students
and their audiences come together around shared concerns. Teachers and students
in three South Asian-Pacific countries co-create work and exhibitions as forms
of civic action. Maria Asp and Sonja Kuftinec, in Chapter 9, animate cultures of
democracy through transforming space and place, questioning power, and sharing
newly devised stories. Their focus on Indigenous stories take on additional mean-
ing in their Minneapolis setting, where students become familiar with these places
and their meaning. Through the Ray of Hope Project and Women Composers Festi-
val, based in Connecticut, Alika Hope and Penny Brandt use music and storytelling
to teach, practice, and model democracy. Stories of Black leadership in abolitionist
movements in the United States in the early 19th century provide a beginning place
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for students who take charge of how these narratives take on new relevance in their
own experiences in the contemporary world.

In the introduction to Part Four on Civic Processes, civic leader and poet Rob-
erto Bedoya summarizes how the five chapters stitch civic imaginations and cul-
tural practices into a variety of civic processes — the systems of democracy. Artists
working in and around the formal practices of policymaking, public administra-
tion, and electoral processes, he says, bring to life the idea of “We the People.” He
describes this as “helping to sculpt our democratic best selves.”

In Chapter 12, Lisa Jo Epstein, a Philadelphia theater artist, brings creative
practices into community engagement in urban and community planning. She
views relationships as both the process and product of democratic action. Karen
Mack with Elizabeth Cho, in Chapter 13, employs Story Circles and other creative
activities to organize for direct action and advocacy while building agency in Los
Angeles neighborhoods, especially among youth. In Chapter 14, Vincent Russell
describes the work of Colorado-based Warm Cookies of the Revolution, an organi-
zation using arts activities and fun — and, of course, freshly baked cookies — to bring
people together through deliberative practices and processes related to local issues
of the day. Getting inside the administrative machinery of local government, the
artists” work described in Chapter 15 by Johanna K. Taylor, Amanda Lovelee, and
Mallory Rukhsana Nezam, explores ways in which artists build transparency and
trust — and ultimately, greater participation — in municipal governments. Finally,
Bronwyn Mauldin, with Artists 4 Democracy, takes us on a journey of local elec-
tions in Southern California where artists bring their unique talents to make a dif-
ference in multiple dimensions of electoral processes.

Reflecting on the three major threads of democracy, described in the Introduc-
tion —ideals, norms, and systems — these authors have shown how their work builds
on all of them. The culture of democracy we have advocated may be most squarely
found in the norms, as they speak to how people practice and maintain democracy
on a daily basis. However, these artists, and their work, grow from the ideals while
building and improving the systems in multiple ways towards more just and equi-
table democracies. The ideals, norms, and systems are interwoven with creative
cultural practices as civic fabric.

The remarkable work of these artists and organizations, however, remains on
the margins of the formal arts and cultural sectors in the seven countries from
which they hail. We argue that the strength of democracies is dependent on the
kinds of creativity that can invigorate cultures of democracy in daily life. These
interlocking threads of culture and democracy — the warp and the weft — form
the fabric of communities that can move them towards just and equitable futures.
Advocates of democracy should look to find allies and valuable resources among
the culture bearers and artists in their communities. Philanthropic, educational, and
social justice entities working for progressive change and espousing principles of
democracy, we argue, should similarly turn their attention to the work of building
a culture of democracy.





