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“Begin with art, because art tries to take us outside ourselves.
It is a matter of trying to create an atmosphere and context
so conversation can flow back and forth

and we can be influenced by each other.”

W. E. B. Du Bois
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Dialogue and the free exchange of ideas are the bedrock of democracy. Our

Prefuces newspapers are full of accounts of nations and communities struggling with

this concept. Can the arts help? More important: What roles in this process of

democracy can the arts play?

In 1996, the Ford Foundation awarded a grant to Americans for the Arts to study current
activity and best practices among artists and cultural organizations whose work engages the
public in dialogue on key civic issues. This resulting report, Animating Democracy: The Artistic
Imagination as a Force in Civic Dialogue, maps the current field, identifies issues and trends, and
suggests opportunities for arts entities, policymakers, and funders to work together to strength-
en the evolving activity in this sometimes volatile arena. The study reinforces the key and creative
roles that the arts can play in the renewal of civic dialogue as well as challenges arts and cultural

organizations face as they engage in this work.

This report best serves as a framework upon which to build. In publishing Animating Democracy
through its Institute for Community Development and the Arts, Americans for the Arts is pleased to
launch a broader effort: the Animating Democracy Initiative. Supported by the Ford Foundation, the

Initiative will be a four-year endeavor to continue to chart and bolster this work.

At the heart of the initiative is the Lab, providing funding to support a collection of projects. Some 30
projects will be selected that advance the creation and presentation of arts-based civic dialogue work and
that, individually and collectively, enhance field learning about the philosophical, practical, and social
dimensions of that work. In addition to being provided funding support for projects, leaders of those pro-
jects will participate in learning exchanges and gain access to technical assistance to help meet their full
potential for success. The initiative will document Lab projects, as well as many others, so that what is
learned may be shared widely over the four years and beyond. An interactive web site and list serv, nation-
al convenings, and published materials will disseminate ideas, approaches, principles, and practices of
arts-based civic dialogue with artists, cultural leaders, scholars, public policymakers, civic dialogue orga-

nizers, and funders.

For more than 40 years, Americans for the Arts —itself an evolving national entity —has held dear the
concept that the success of the arts and the success of community in America are magnificently inter-
twined. With the publication of this study, we are excited to contribute to the continuing dialogue

around this idea.

Robert L. Lynch
President and CEO
Americans for the Arts



Artists and their work play an important role in the civic dialogue and public life

of societies around the world. This role is both alive and vibrant in current times,

as well as deeply rooted in tradition and history, and its power is evidenced by the
ways that a multitude of social forces—governments, pro-democracy movements,
religious communities, and interest groups—choose to provide for or to limit the pub-
lic voice and role of the arts. In our own country, debates about social values and the
common good often manifest as controversies around provocative artistic works and
new modes of expression, or as diagnoses of a declining national culture symbolic of
broader social ills. This has been true historically and is certainly the case now as we
approach the new century, challenged to understand the profound changes that are
reshaping our families, communities, work, and spiritual lives. Some artists and arts
institutions find themselves unexpectedly at the center of these debates. A growing
number, however, are moving to claim an active, intentional role in public dialogue
around the kinds of contemporary issues that provoke multiple viewpoints, finding
that the artistic imagination is stimulated and the institution’s links to the public are
energized by this engagement. While this challenging role is not for every artist or

arts institution, there is tremendous potential benefit to the arts and to society

in recognizing and encouraging those for whom it is appropriate. The artistic
imagination, stimulated by contemporary issues and deployed by artists and

arts institutions, is an extraordinary civic force and one whose potential

remains significantly underacknowledged. This publication represents

one effort to shine a light on that potential, and to advance the efforts

of artists and arts institution leaders as they come together to

increase recognition and understanding of this valuable and

stimulating work.
Christine ]. Vincent

Deputy Director, Media, Arts and Culture
Ford Foundation
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This investigation was informed and enriched through the participation

of many individuals and organizations. The observations, findings, and rec- ACkHOWIEdg m ents

ommendations reported within drew upon the important work of many artists,

arts and cultural organizations, and community leaders. Their creative endeavors in the

civic realm provided an essential foundation for understanding arts-based civic dialogue.

We thank all those whose projects are profiled at the end of the publication and the many oth-

ers who shared information for contributing such rich and diverse models from which to learn.
These included the more than 100 individuals who participated in focus groups and who were inter-
viewed during the course of the study.

Our National Advisory Committee (listed at the end of the report) included distinguished artists, arts and
cultural leaders, civic dialogue organizers, humanists, and scholars. Their individual and collective wisdom and
experience were invaluable in shaping the course of the study and debating its findings. We would like to thank
Anna Deavere Smith, a national advisor and artistic director for the study, whose passionate conviction about the
role of the arts in civic dialogue, and whose own work so richly reflects many perspectives on critical issues of
our time, stimulated our investigation in important ways at every juncture.

We thank our colleague Cheryl Yuen, who was codirector during the first half of the project, until another profes-
sional opportunity summoned her. Her exceptional thinking and planning helped establish a strong foundation for
the study. In addition, as consultants on the study, we acknowledge Americans for the Arts, particularly Bob Lynch
and Nina Ozlu for their ideas and teamwork and for giving us the opportunity to be part of this project.

We would like to extend special thanks to Wayne Winborne, Liz Lerman, and Holly Sidford as readers of the report
and for their thoughtful and incisive critique. We are indebted to our editors—John Fiscella for his intelligent coach-
ing and shaping of the material at its many draft stages, and to Mary Moynihan and Alex Friend of M2
Communications for their expert refinements in preparing the report for publication. Many thanks to Jane
Markarian for hours of painstaking revision and preparation of the text. Many thanks to Stephen Belliveau for his
creative talents and speedy execution in designing a handsome publication that we are proud to present to
the field, and to Bill Jones for expert execution in preparing it for the web.

Finally, the depth of this investigation was made possible with both funding and guidance from The Ford
Foundation. Personally and on behalf of Americans for the Arts, we would like to thank the Foundation for
its commitment to this work. We thank Dave Mazzoli for his gracious and resourceful assistance through-
out the project. Finally, we would like to express our sincere thanks to Christine Vincent, the
Foundation’s deputy director for media, arts, and culture, whose recognition of the importance of the

arts as a force in civic dialogue and whose probing inquiry all along the way enhanced the process

and product of this study immensely.

Barbara Schaffer Bacon & Pam Korza

Project Directors
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The arts and culture have long demonstrated a

Executive Summary

unique capacity for creating a public forum for dis-
cussing compelling social issues—such as rising youth
crime rates, racial tensions, and the widening gap between

rich and poor—where such forums do not exist. Recognizing the

potential of art to illuminate civic experience, the Ford Foundation

awarded a grant to Americans for the Arts to profile a representative
selection of artists and arts and cultural organizations whose work,
through its aesthetics and processes, engages the public in dialogue

on key civic issues as a conscious, purposeful act of artistic creation and
presentation. The aim of Animating Democracy: The Artistic Imagination as a
Force in Civic Dialogue is to map the current field, identify issues and trends,
and highlight significant and timely opportunities for leaders in the field,
policymakers, and funders to work together to strengthen activity in this

lively arena.

The Need for Civic Dialogue

emocracy is animated by an informed public engaged in the issues affecting people’s daily lives.
Civic dialogue plays an essential role in the workings of democracy, giving voice to multiple
perspectives on challenging issues; enabling people to develop more multifaceted, humane, and

realistic views of issues and each other; and helping diverse groups find common ground.

Yet there is growing concern that opportunities for civic dialogue in this country have dimin-
ished in recent years. Polarization of opinion along ideological, racial, gender, and class lines; exclusive social
structures separating rich from poor and majorities from minorities; a sense of individual disempowerment; and
the overwhelming nature of many of society’s problems are all factors contributing to this sense. Perhaps most
fundamentally, the crosscutting nature of today’s complex issues often places them outside of the traditional struc-
tures and settings, such as civic organizations, labor unions, and political parties, which have served in the past to

organize civic discourse.
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A Role for the Arts

he potential of art to create indelible images, to express difficult ideas through metaphor,
and to communicate beyond the limits of language makes it a powerful force for illuminating

civic experience.

American artists and cultural institutions have long engaged civic issues through a wide spectrum

of activity. At one end of the spectrum, topical art articulates or comments on social issues; at
the other end, artists and cultural institutions use the arts to engage people in action to effect change. But more
recently, a vital midrange of activity has begun to emerge at the center of the spectrum. This body of work—the
focus of this study—is stimulated by the belief that art offers a fresh approach to engaging people in civic issues.
In this work, referred to here as “arts-based civic dialogue,” art consciously incorporates civic dialogue as part of
an aesthetic strategy. By exploring multiple perspectives on critical concerns, arts-based civic dialogue projects

seek to engage a broad diversity of publics in discussion and reflection on challenging issues.

In addition, the intersection of artistic imagination with the civic realm provides fertile ground for both aesthet-
ic and programmatic innovation. For many artists and curators, the choice to venture into civic terrain yields
powerful results—revitalized works from the traditional canon, as well as fresh approaches to form, content, and
process in the creation of new work. Such innovations enhance an audience’s experience of the arts, in addition

to providing a rich aesthetic basis for considering contemporary issues.

Beyond the basic role of producer, presenter, or exhibitor, cultural institutions are playing a key part in this work
as catalysts, conveners, or forums for civic dialogue. They are offering space as well as organizational and inter-
pretive capacity, and they are building local relationships to encourage various publics to participate in the
process. In exercising this civic role, cultural institutions are expanding opportunities for both democratic par-
ticipation and aesthetic experience, engaging a broader, more diverse public in giving voice to critical issues of

our time.

Civic Dialogue Across Arts Disciplines

rts-based civic dialogue has developed most actively in such fields as museums, presenting, pub-
lic art, public interest media, dance, and community-based theater. Artists, often working inde-
pendently of institutions, have pioneered and advanced arts-based civic dialogue work, while

cultural organizations have often provided key opportunities and support.

In theater, artists have fostered a movement of community-based work. In public art, artists
have propelled a shift from the isolation of the studio to site-specific work that considers the physical and social
context of its public site. In contrast, in the public-interest media and museum fields, institutional infrastructure

and resources have advanced arts-based civic dialogue strategies. In dance and in presenting, there appears to be
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The value of the artist a more reciprocal relationship between artists and organizations, which has enabled fertile

artistic and organizational exploration and development.

is in the mind that sees
things differently than
a civil rights lawyer.”

In many cases, within arts and cultural organizations exploring this work, innovative
arts-based civic dialogue projects have been the initiative of individual curators, pre-

Anna Deavere Smith senters, or other programmers rather than an institutional commitment. Like individ-

ual artists, these individuals often find themselves in the role of educating a cultural
institution about community engagement and its value and extending what new skills

they have learned to other staff, sometimes pushing the boundaries of the organization.

In the disciplines cited above, an underlying shift in the role of cultural institutions in their

communities facilitated the emergence of this work. The earliest trend, pervasive throughout

the arts, was the critical need to develop audiences. From this orientation, more deliberate efforts

evolved to build ongoing relationships with the public. By reorienting toward achieving impact in such

areas as community development, cultural identity, and social change, some cultural institutions and artists laid
a groundwork for exploring arts-based civic dialogue activity. Community-based arts organizations and theaters
operating close to their communities proved well positioned philosophically to engage in arts-based civic dialogue
activity and to provide models for others. In addition, national service organizations, such as the American
Association of Museums, the Association of Performing Arts Presenters, the American Festival Project, Americans
for the Arts, and the National Alliance of Media Arts and Culture, as well as regional groups such as Alternate

Roots, have played key roles in convening their fields and cultivating resources.

Arts-based civic dialogue is emerging in other disciplines such as music and literature, but with less of a field-wide
focus. Parallel trends in related areas have increased the potential for arts-based civic dialogue in various fields
and disciplines. In the humanities, public programs that incorporate cultural components and discussions led by
humanities scholars have established a trend in contextual programming and public dialogue about civic issues.
The arts-in-education field, emphasizing the development of curriculum-based activity, has pressed cultural insti-
tutions to develop sophisticated approaches and methodologies to integrate the arts with other learning goals.
Innovations in museum education, including inquiry-driven approaches to interpretive materials, have prompted

more open-ended investigations of context and perspectives.
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Study Findings
Common Factors for Effective Arts-based Civic Dialogue

ultural organizations employ a variety of methods to stimulate civic dialogue. They may plan dia-
logue activities to augment the art experience, such as program notes, exhibition labeling, lec-
tures, and panel discussions, with the intent to enhance the audience’s connection to the issue as

well as the art.

In contrast, dialogue activities may be integrated throughout the development or implementation
of the cultural project. Artists may include people as informants or actual cocreators in their artistic process, or
facilitate participants’ own creative work. An integrated approach to dialogue is often characterized by sustained

or cumulative activity.

Experienced planners of dialogue activities have learned that a knowledge of context, skill in designing and facil-
itating dialogue, and an understanding of obstacles that prevent people from engaging in dialogue are all critical
to the work. Projects that effectively incorporate civic dialogue appear to consider, first and foremost, the unique
qualities of the artist and dynamics of the community. The importance of understanding the history of dialogue
on an issue within a community helps to ensure the integrity of goals, relationships, and credibility for new dia-

logue efforts.
Artists and cultural institutions cited a number of other common practices key to achieving quality civic dialogue:

Neutral and “safe” space in which people feel comfortable enough to engage in difficult discussion.
To create “safe space for unsafe ideas,” cultural organizations have experimented with a variety of programs and
discussion formats, ranging from social gatherings with a food focus to collaborative youth projects in the com-
munity. Some projects have used spaces other than arts institutions, such as religious facilities, libraries, and chil-

dren’s museums, which are perceived as safe or neutral spaces for volatile issues.

Engaging people in dialogue about issues and ideas can be made easier and the quality qfdialogue made
deeper when people are involved in the art-making process. Personal expression through art-making opens

up personal and collective channels for a rich dialogue.

Meaningful dialogue depends on effective facilitation. Substantive and transformative dialogues are facilitat-
ed by deft guides who create a sense of trust, respect, and safety; make perceptive connections between the art
and the issue; assist participants in linking personal experiences with universal themes; and encourage participa-

tion. Choice and preparation of facilitator are crucial elements of effective civic dialogue.
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Frequent, varied, and sustained approaches to dialogue are important to engage multiple perspectives on
an issue, promote adequate focus, involve people in various ways to accommodate differences, and, over the
long term, establish an identity for the cultural institution as a place for civic dialogue. Civically engaged
art may be most successful when it involves people in the issue or topic over time. Arts and cultural organizations
often need to realign internal philosophies and structures to support and sustain effective arts-based civic dia-
logue. They may also benefit from partnering with other groups to involve targeted participants, provide more

comfortable venues for dialogue, tap expertise on a particular issue, and sustain dialogue beyond a single project.

Civic Considerations in Undertaking Arts-based
Civic Dialogue Projects

s artists and cultural organizations seck to address civic concerns, the challenges of connecting

their work to the civic realm have become apparent.

Many artists and institutions are wary of taking on leadership, or “ownership,” of a civic
issue. Most cultural institutions see themselves as a catalyst or forum for dialogue rather than

as advocate or agent for change.

Both cultural and dialogue-sponsoring organizations have been cautious about the naming and framing
of issues. The label given to a project has the potential to encourage or discourage participation. The framing of

issues should emerge from the project’s participants rather than from an outside entity.

Attracting participation from diverse age, racial, ethnic, and socioeconomic groups is a challenge.
Oftentimes, issues that do not affect people directly are not perceived as urgent, and social conditions such as illit-
eracy, race and class distinctions, and the demands of daily life can hinder active participation. Arts leaders must
have an understanding of obstacles to participation and develop new efforts that transcend established audiences

and marketing practices.

An artwork or activity may not always provide a literal path to an issue or to dialogue about an issue.
Interpretation, education activities, and cumulative programming are all avenues that may help people to make

the transition from the art experience to the discussion.

Politically charged issues and differing politics can escalate into a confrontation rather than ease tensions.
Contflict can be an appropriate and positive aspect of exchange, and its absence can mean a lack of trust in the

process or the facilitators, or that diverse perspectives have been excluded.

There is potential for the art or resulting dialogue to cause controversy. By its very nature, art has the power
to elicit strong emotional reactions. Unprepared audiences and participants may be unable to move beyond the
controversial and visceral impact of the art to a frame of mind in which constructive dialogue can occur. Arts lead-

ers should prepare not only audiences but also funders and civic supporters for potential controversy.
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While anecdotal evidence strongly suggests that artists and cultural institutions can be potent contributors to pub-
lic discourse, there is a recognized lack of serious, outcome-based evaluation. The problem of identifying and eval-
uating civic impacts poses multiple challenges. One is the difficulty, if not sometimes the impossibility, of prede-
termining explicit outcomes of arts-based civic dialogue work, given the variables and dynamics of human
exchange and civic context. In addition, the long-term nature of many projects poses challenges in evaluating out-
comes. There may be several endpoints to a project at which different outcomes could be assessed, or outcomes
may not be evident for a long time. Finally, methods of assessing outcomes have been primarily informal. There

is a need for feasible models of tracking and assessing outcomes.

Aesthetic Considerations in Linking Art to Civic Dialogue

he study reflected upon the aesthetic implications of linking art to civic dialogue and made some

overarching observations.

Innovation in the creation of new work as well as presentation of works from the canon
occurs when artists and institutions connect their work to the civic realm. Artists have
expanded their formal vocabulary and have developed rich layers of social meaning in their work
as they consider multiple perspectives on an issue or choose to engage with the public in developing their work.
Curators and presenters have pursued imaginative themes and contextual approaches to presenting and inter-
preting existing work in linking it to contemporary civic issues and new publics. Many historic works have
endured as significant contributions to the arts and contemporary works, such as Twilight: Los Angeles and the

Mining the Museum exhibition, have received high critical acclaim.

Civically engaged art requires a recognition of process—the process of public engagement involved in cre-
ating the work—as well as product as an aesthetic dimension of the work. When community involvement
is integral to the creation of an artwork or the development of a curatorial approach, artists and curators must
determine the way they wish to incorporate community input and aesthetic with their own vision and aesthetics.
Further, current aesthetic criteria and definitions for civically engaged art are inadequate for communicating
about the multidimensional nature of the work. New criteria are necessary that consider the artwork in its entire-
ty within its social contexts. Artists, curators and others in the field view new criteria as important to facilitating

description and discourse about the work, and also to articulating standards by which to judge it.

Artists and presenters believe that, as interest in arts-based civic dialogue grows, creators and organizers should
not lose sight of the essential role of metaphor in achieving aesthetic and dialogue goals. Study participants con-
curred that civically engaged work is stronger aesthetically when it creates the opportunity for personal inter-
pretation of content and meaning. They express concern that art may become overly didactic or literal as it seeks
to address civic issues. At the same time, they recognize that public expectations about aesthetic form may be chal-
lenged by unfamiliar styles and new genres, which could discredit the message and/or create obstacles to dia-
logue. Many types of work challenge the public’s understanding of what art is; some post-modern artwork has
proven particularly challenging. Therefore, a wide range of aesthetics and artistic approaches to the work is valu-

able in order to present the opportunity to engage many different publics in civic dialogue.
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Challenges and Opportunities

he study revealed a number of challenges that require a creative response if this emergent field is
to flourish. These challenges represent opportunities for arts leaders, scholars, public policy-
makers, civic dialogue organizers, and funders to build on the important efforts to date and to

decisively advance this valuable work.

Foster exchange and knowledge-building across disciplines. Arts-based civic dialogue
tends to be isolated and confined within particular arts disciplines. As a consequence, there are few opportunities
for counterparts in various disciplines to inform each other of innovations, draw on differing perspectives in dis-
cussions of best practices, or collaborate on advancing recognition of the work. Opportunities for artists, cura-
tors, and institutional leaders to meet across disciplines, and with other civic dialogue leaders, would further the

sharing of innovations and study methodologies, including methods of evaluating impact.

Enhance understanding of the historical precedents and global contexts of arts-based civic
dialogue. Much arts-based civic dialogue, and most criticism, has evolved without an understanding of historic
precedents, related writing, and scholarship, or of comparable contemporary activity, except perhaps within spe-
cific disciplines. In addition, there is limited awareness of the established traditions of arts and civic dialogue in
other societies, which could inform work in this country. Documentation and dissemination of current program
models and methodologies and support for scholarly research and writing from many vantage points—art, histo-

ry, sociology, and cultural anthropology—would provide the contextual knowledge required to advance the field.

Promote institutional capacity-building by disseminating best practices. Many institutions that
engage in arts-based civic dialogue find that it challenges traditional staff structures and assumptions about audi-
ence development, public education, and outreach, as well as artistic production and curatorial decision-making.
Few models are available to guide organizational leaders as they proceed by trial and error, and limited opportu-
nities exist for the lessons they learn to benefit others. To help organizations consider aspects of organizational
mission, policy, structure, and practice, provide models and commission case studies that illustrate what is need-

ed to effectively implement arts-based civic dialogue.

Cultivate innovation and collaboration. Within the field’s existing infrastructure, few structures and lim-
ited resources exist to nurture the projects of independent artists and curators who may be without an institu-
tional affiliation during the early stages of an arts-based civic dialogue initiative. Likewise, there are few venues
for framing the type of cross-disciplinary collaboration and experimentation among cultural institutions and with
civic dialogue leaders. To help spur greater achievement, develop laboratories in which the artistic initiatives of
artists and curators may be strengthened, and at the same time also encourage opportunities for cross-discipli-

nary efforts and exploration of new programming approaches.

Advance training of young artists as well as the professional development of curators and
institutional leaders. An informal body of knowledge exists within certain arts disciplines concerning

the principles, skills, and methodologies that contribute to successful arts-based civic dialogue work. But that
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knowledge has not made its way into the professional training programs that shape young artists, and there are
few venues in which practicing artists and leaders of arts institutions can access that expertise. To disseminate
those insights, assist arts training programs at the undergraduate and graduate levels to experiment with curric-
ula that enable young artists to integrate development of civic dialogue and aesthetic skills. For artists, curators,
and institutional leaders, help to establish opportunities such as workshops and symposia through which they may

advance their skills and learn from each other.

Develop a vocabulary for criticism of and communicating about arts-based civic dialogue work.
Existing aesthetic standards, terminology, and models for critical analysis and evaluation rarely recognize the
unique features of civically engaged art and often are inadequate for communicating the multidimensional,
process-oriented nature of the work. As with the isolation evident in creative work, the few critics, authors, and
publications active in this area tend to address a limited audience within specific disciplines. To encourage devel-
opment of a broader critical perspective, stimulate analysis, interpretation, and discussion about the work among

critics and journalists, including those within the arts as well as those addressing broad audiences.

Increase public awareness of the role of artists and cultural institutions in civic life. Despite
a growing body of arts-based civic dialogue work, artists and cultural leaders in the U.S. often are viewed as
qualified solely to address arts-specific issues and are not included among civic leaders. This contrasts with many
other societies that have a long and respected tradition of artists and cultural leaders exercising leadership on
important civic issues. Widely promoted national awards would draw attention to artists and cultural institutions
that have demonstrated leadership and innovation in the emerging arts-based civic dialogue field and their role in

civic life.

A number of convergent factors signal this as an opportune time for advancing
the arts-based civic dialogue field: Increasing recognition of the importance of
dialogue to democracys; a lively array of artistic activity and aesthetic innova-
tions nourishing dialogue on a wide range of critical issues; growing institu-
tional interest in this arena; and a clearer picture beginning to take shape
regarding the accomplishments, promise, and needs of this field and its leaders.
The time is now to bolster the position of artists, curators, and cultural institu-
tions whose imagination has proved a potent force in animating democracy

through the arts and civic dialogue.
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Introduction

Although many artists and some cultural institutions have pioneered artistic

investigations that intersect with civic issues, the role of the arts in con-
tributing to public discourse on civic issues remains relatively uncharted
territory. A significant opportunity exists to further explore the aes-

thetics and processes of art that promotes civic dialogue.

Recognizing this, the Ford Foundation awarded a grant to Americans
for the Arts to undertake a study of current activity and best prac-
tices among artists and arts and cultural organizations whose work
intends to engage the public in dialogue on key civic issues. The

purpose of Animating Democracy: The Artistic Imagination as a Force

in Civic Dialogue is to map the current field of endeavor, identify

A specific goal
of the report
is to stimulate  field, policymakers, and funders to work together to support and

issues and trends, and suggest opportunities for leaders in the

a cross-fertilization strengthen work in this arena. A specific goal of the report is to

between arts leaders stimulate a cross-fertilization of ideas and efforts as arts leaders
and practitioners

L learn the perspectives of those active in civic dialogue and as prac-
of civic dialogue.

titioners of civic dialogue are stimulated to consider the arts as

integral facets of their efforts.

This study acknowledges the varied ways, historically and in current

times, that the arts have reflected on and prompted discourse on

social, political, and civic matters.Within this broader role, however, the

focus of this study is on a particular facet of activity and possibility—cul-

tural organizations and artists who intend, through their work, to stimulate,
support, and advance public discourse on matters of civic importance as a
conscious, purposeful aspect of artistic innovation, creation, presentation, and
dissemination. This specific focus amplifies civic dialogue as one of many ways
by which cultural institutions might deploy their artistic resources to play a

civic role.
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Scope
The study explored the following areas:

® Particular strengths and opportunities that different arts disciplines bring to the goal of engaging the public
in and creating venues for dialogue;

@ The aesthetic nature of work that seeks to embrace both artistic achievement and civic discourse;

® Social and practical factors influencing the success of artistic and cultural programming that engages people
in civic dialogue;

® Challenges faced by artists, curators, producers, and leaders of arts and cultural institutions doing this type

of work; and

® Opportunities to support and strengthen work in this arena.

Observations in these areas were based on the experiences of more than 70 artistic, organizational, and civic
efforts relevant to the study of arts-based civic dialogue. A selection of more than 50 were briefly profiled.
Abstracts of these profiles are organized by discipline and field in Appendix A and introduced by an overview of
highlights within each discipline.

Methods

This study was conducted under the auspices of Americans for the Arts’ Institute for Community Development
and the Arts. Anna Deavere Smith, noted performer, educator, and writer, served as artistic adviser to the pro-
ject. Ms. Smith is a recent recipient of a MacArthur Fellowship and, during 1996, served as the first artist-in-res-
idence at the Ford Foundation. The project team for this study included consultants Barbara Schaffer Bacon,
Cheryl Yuen, and Pam Korza, with Americans for the Arts staff Robert Lynch, president/ CEO; and Nina Ozlu,
vice president. Guiding the study was a national advisory committee representing a range of cultural, civic, and
artistic perspectives, including:

Judith Baca, artist and artistic director, Social and Public Art Resource Center, Los Angeles

Kim Chan, director of programming, Washington Performing Arts Society, Washington, D.C.

Anna Deavere Smith, theater artist, San Francisco

Zelda Fichandler, chair, Graduate Acting Program, New York University

Michael Hightower, commissioner, Fulton County Government, Atlanta

Kinshasha Holman Conwill, director, The Studio Museum, New York

David Kahn, executive director, Connecticut Historical Society; former director,

Brooklyn Historical Society

Stanley Katz, director, Princeton University Center for Arts and Cultural Policy

Studies; former president, American Council of Learned Societies




ANIMATINGDEMOCRACY

Abel Lopez, associate producing director, GALA Hispanic Theatre, Washington, D.C.
William Siemering, public media consultant, a founder of National Public Radio

Wayne Winborne, director of Program and Policy Research, The National Conference, New York
The study was conducted from 1996 to 1998. Activities included:

® A national scan of arts and cultural institutions, artists, funders, civic groups, and literatureto identify
activity and trends;

® Interviews to learn about the experience of artists and arts and cultural institutions involved in this work,
including those supported by the Ford Foundation and others whose work came to light (see Appendix C);

® Focus group discussions of arts and nonarts field leaders, funders, and policymakers (see Appendix C); and

® A report summarizing findings and recommendations for distribution among arts, cultural, philanthropic,
and civic dialogue leaders.

Key Concepts

Thoughout the project, it proved challenging to clearly define key terms and concepts due to the variety and com-
plexity of the work. Neat definitions are nearly impossible, and the study tended to broaden its definitions as arts-

based civic dialogue activity was examined and better understood. The definitions that evolved are offered below.

Civic issue—TFor this study, civic issues of primary interest were characterized as being complex or multidimen-
sional; cross-cutting, that is, of concern to multiple segments of a community; and contested by various stakehold-
ers, eliciting multiple and often conflicting perspectives on the issue. Civic issues could be defined as specifically

local or having a broader regional or national focus.

Artistic work—Artistic works in all disciplines were reviewed. Artworks that had been commissioned, artist-
initiated, or were the result of artist or artist-community collaboration, in addition to the presentation of exist-

ing contemporary works or works of the Western canon, were studied.

Public—The study focused on how cultural institutions reach beyond existing arts audiences to engage a broad-
er public. “Public” was defined inclusively as centering on ordinary citizens interested in or affected by a particu-

lar issue and representing multiple viewpoints.

Public discourse encompasses multiple streams of sustained, informed communication and ideas concerning a
civic issue within the public sphere. Discourse may include dialogue. Public discourse reflects various and usual-
ly simultaneous levels of communication around a civic issue—private conversation, organized discussion forums,
news media reporting and editorials, and political debate. Artists and institutional presenters may, in their pro-

gramming, deliberately or inadvertently stimulate public discourse around a civic issue.
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Introduction

Arts-based civic dialogue—TFor this study, dialogue was understood to be a deliberative process. A definition
of dialogue was adopted from the Study Circles Resource Center: Two or more parties with differing view-

points working toward common understanding in an open-ended, face-to-face discussion. More specifically,

civic dialogue refers to dialogue focused on civic issues. Arts-based civic dialogue refers to cultural

projects in which the primary intent of dialogue is to focus on a civic issue. In particular, the

study sought examples in which multiple perspectives on an issue were presented as a basis

for discussion, either through the art presentation itself or as a deliberate aspect of the dia-

logue. Because civic dialogue is inherently political and often confrontational, debate and The SfUdy highlighls

conflict were recognized as natural and useful aspects of civic dialogue. While the study

opportunities for the creation
of new work that is of hoth
artistic and civic significance.

examined dialogue projects that might be oriented toward influencing positive social

change, it was not primarily focused on social activism.

Intended Outcomes

The dissemination of this study among cultural and civic leaders and those working in

fields or organizations mounting public dialogue activities has several intended outcomes:

To recognize and make more visible artists and cultural and civic institutions that have done

exemplary work in this arena; to introduce models and methodologies helpful in strengthening

practice on the part of cultural institutions and dialogue sponsors; to catalyze connections between

cultural institutions and civic dialogue sponsors that can result in more innovative and resonant dialogue

and enrich public discourse; and to bring to light the increasing recognition that the civic arena is a powerful
source of artistic motivation by inspiring work that is aesthetically innovative and that enhances audiences’ expe-

rience of art through discussion of civic issues.

In sum, by highlighting and examining work in this arena, the study points to opportunities for the creation of

new work that is of both artistic and civic significance.




ANIMATINGDEMOCRACY

Animating Democracy

The Arts and Civic Dialogue: Four Cases
BACH’S ST. JOHN PASSION: Community Reconciliation

econd-Century Text Creates Modern Cultural Dilemma”: Such was the headline in
the EugeneWeekly prior to the opening of the 1995 Oregon Bach Festival. When orga-
nizers first selected Bach’s St. John Passion to start the festival, they did not foresee the
potency of that musical work, written in 1724, to catalyze discussion about religious-

based prejudices in their own community.

The festival theme—War, Reconciliation, and Peace—had been chosen to commemorate
the 50th anniversary of the end of World War II. Many people, however—particu-
larly from the area’s Jewish population—felt that the selection of the St. John

Passion ran counter to the theme of reconciliation. Its narrative, based on the

biblical Gospel of St. John, directly blames the Jews for the death of Jesus

and was used for hundreds of years as justification for the denigration and

persecution of Jews. In addition, the Eugene area was still in the wake

of an earlier local incident—a gunfire attack by neo-Nazi skinheads on
g{} Z‘;; ﬂ '_?,) Temple Beth Israel. The EugeneWeekly summarized the festival dilem-

ma for many: “How can reconciliation and peace be represented by

&

a musical work whose text has been an incitement to genocide?”

| %[E When questions about the St. John Passion first arose, festival

directors palnstakmgly considered their options. Their decision

to retain the work was motivated by recognition that the music,
in fact, offered “a potent opportunity to grapple with the ethi-
cal and moral questions involved in the process of reconcilia-
tion.” In a letter to the community, executive director Neill
Archer Roan asked: How do people determine appropriate
action when sacred texts of one culture or creed are interpret-
ed to negatively characterize people of another culture or
creed? ...How do we relate to historical works of art when
those works illustrate conflicts between peoples, values, or cul-
tures? Do we judge them by the standards of our time or by the
standards of the times in which they were written? In addition,
Roan wrote, “Rather than arbitrarily consign a work of art to the
dustbin of history, we hope to renew its craft and beauty by fresh-

ening and enlivening the dialogue of the people who hear it.”

Helmuth Rilling, artistic director and conductor,
Oregon Bach Festival. Photo, Hugh Barton
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Assisted by partnerships with local churches, veterans’ groups, and other organizations,

festival organizers developed forums for deliberating over the meaning of the St. John

Passion and the theme of reconciliation. Public discussions, called “Gatherings,”

were convened during the months before the festival at various sites. People lis-

tened to music from the program and discussed the festival theme and the text “Rather than urbi[rurily
of the St. John Passion, remarking on how “meaningful and unifying the dia- COIISigH a work of art to the

logue was between complete strangers.” Many expressed greater appreci-

dusthin of history, we hope to

issues.” The Gatherings, as well as carefully annotated program notes, renew its craft and beuuty by
keyed people into the music’s lyrics, heightening awareness and under- freShem“g and eﬂhve“l“g the
standing of this element of the total musical experience. The evening diulogue of the people who hear it.”

before the performance, an interfaith service of reconciliation was

«

ation for the “vast differences in people’s perceptions of significant

Neill Archer Roan,

sponsored by the Two Rivers Ecumenical Ministries and representatives . . .
former executive director,

from Jewish temples, in cooperation with the festival. In many church-

Oregon Bach Festival

es, sermons were delivered exploring the issues. Opinions also circulat-
ed through letters to the editor and in protest leaflets at the opening per-
formance. A festival journal, Creative Journeys, compiled perspectives from

people in the community and was widely distributed.

On the night of the performance, the St. John Passion was picketed by an

Orthodox Jewish rabbi who passed out a handbill fervently appealing to audience

members to stand and turn their backs to the performers during the anti-Semitic

parts of the work. He closed his statement with the words, “I pray that we all have our
consciousness raised about this most important issue.” Festival staff endorsed the rabbi’s

efforts with the conviction that it was crucial for conflicting perspectives to be heard.

The Bach Festival’s St. John Passion demonstrates the potential of an enduring work of art to

reflect meaning over time and to find renewal, in effect, within a contemporary context.
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THE SHIPYARD PROJECT: Coping with Transition

t the launching of the Shipyard Project residency, nine dancers offered a preview
to an audience of retired nuclear engineers, Rotary Club members, teachers,
and real estate appraisers at Portsmouth, New Hampshire’s Music Hall. The
Liz Lerman Dance Exchange transformed its initial impressions of the
Portsmouth Naval Shipyard into a captivating dance. According to the
Portsmouth Herald, audience response suggested that the dance company had
already elicited a “new respect” for the shipyard. The company also seemed ready for the chal-
lenges of its upcoming residency. The Herald reported, “During a question-and-answer period
near the end of the program, Liz Lerman was asked the potentially tricky question about how
the issue of toxic wastes would be addressed. ‘I don’t think we’ll have a point of view, said
Lerman. ‘But this will be a place where different points of view can be heard.” Even if people
hear a point of view they do not like, Lerman said, ‘we have to stay in the room together. If peo-

9

ple here can talk about it, listen to it, then that’s a start. Art is good at that.

The purpose of the Shipyard Project was to explore the significance of the Portsmouth Naval
Shipyard to the lives of people in Portsmouth. As the country’s oldest naval base and a facility
that repairs nuclear submarines, the shipyard had been at the center of many issues. The
project was conceived by the Music Hall of Portsmouth as a way to address anxieties

in the community resulting from recent downsizing and efforts to close the yard.

Throughout the two-year residency, Lerman and her dancers, current and
retired shipyard workers, officers’ wives, youth, and local citizens told their
“This will be a plqce where stories to one another. Dance Exchange members and local participants

differem pOill'l'S Of view can be heard. . .. trained in collecting oral histories led story workshops. Although the ini-
o e . ial 1 f h id he implicati f closi h
" people here can f(l“( (IbOUf “’ ||sien 10 “, tia goal was to Ifocus the resi ency on the imp 1cations ot ¢ osing the

then that's a start. Art is good at that.”

Liz Lerman, director,  the military; the challenges and fears faced by military wives; and rec-

yard, other issues emerged through the dialogue process: The shipyard’s

nuclear waste storage and fears of contamination; racism and sexism in

Liz Lerman Dance Exchange ollections of traumatic historic events. These issues and themes became

15

the framework for discussions and the raw material from which the

Dance Exchange developed a commissioned dance piece.

The project culminated in a three-week event featuring an opening cer-

emony, performances by Lerman’s company involving middle-school stu-

dents and local guest performers, seacoast songs composed and performed

by musicians from Portsmouth, a shipyard fashion show “annotated” with sto-

ries collected for the project, and a culminating dance on boats and bridges per-
formed by the Liz Lerman dancers and community members.Music Hall project
director Jane Hirshberg recapped the results. Project principals noted its transforma-

tive powers. Dancer Peter DiMuro described the artistic impact of the project on the
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company: “Portsmouth feeds our
art. We are pushed to explore
new metaphors because we work
with different stories and differ-
ent sites at the yard.” For
Hirshberg, the project catalyzed

a “profound change” in her feel-

- i : i ' |
ings about the military. It served — ‘ ‘ f ' 9

to humanize the shipyard for her,
and she gained respect for the
generations of families that have o _ —— —_— - ™, [
relied on it for their livelihood. g - =

L -
i e WL N E’-".E\-ﬂ

Participants found an entry to

Liz Lerman Dance Exchange performing during the Shipyard Project. Photo, George Barker

contemporary dance through the
project. Early on, many had admit-
ted to feeling puzzled as to how their

experiences could translate into move- ”Through the medium of dunce,

ment. Their questions became the focus we can tackle threutening issues

of discussions. Those who participated in without threutening unyone.”

storytelling and dance activities clearly came

to see their gestures and experiences in terms Employee, Portsmouth Naval Shlpyard

of movement metaphors. Lerman observes,

“Once you've followed the process of hearing and

telling stories, and then turning those stories into a

series of movements, you’ve changed your ability to be an

audience.” Through the Shipyard Project, community members also

discovered unexpected connections between people as they explored value

systems and beliefs different from their own. A shipyard employee commented, “ ... The way
Liz presents things, you open up and trust. Liz says, ‘Come play, and you are participating ...I
never would have done anything like this if [ hadn’t gotten involved in the project. Through the

medium of dance, we can tackle threatening issues without threatening anyone.”
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MINING THE MUSEUM: Excavating History

ining the Museum, which opened in April 1992 at the Maryland Historical
Society, was a groundbreaking exhibit, not only for the career of artist
Fred Wilson, but for the Historical Society and the museum field
as a whole. Now recognized internationally for his installations—
collaborations with museums to reexamine their past and present roles
in society—this was Wilson’s first opportunity to apply his views on
institutional racism to a museum and its own collection. Previously, he had created mock muse-
um installations in alternative spaces. Mining the Museum altered fundamentally the Maryland
Historical Society’s understanding of itself as an institution. Winner of the 1992 Best Museum
Exhibition Award from the American Association of Museums, Mining urged museum profes-
sionals to “investigate their perceptions of race, history, and the role [of] cultural institutions in

shaping our views,” wrote Susannah Cassidy in Museum News.

Wilson was invited to Baltimore by Lisa Corrin of The Contemporary, the city’s alternative
museum-without-walls. Corrin introduced Wilson to the city’s museums and invited him to
choose one with which he would like to work. He chose the historical society,

founded in 1844 and holding a collection of more than 100,000 artifacts,

because it seemed the archetypal museum that had not changed. In

fact, the historical society had been considering ways it could
become more relevant and regarded the opportunity to work
with Wilson as “a way of gaining credibility for ideas which

the staff had identified as important new directions for the
institution,” according to chief curator Jennifer
Goldsborough. In a spirit of mutual commitment to an

as-yet undetermined exhibition, the historical society,

The Contemporary, and Wilson established the frame-

work for an extended residency in which Wilson had

access to the historical society’s entire collection, as

well as its personnel.

Wilson spent a year getting to know the museum, the
community it served, its structure, how it worked, and
the people who worked there, from the maintenance
staff to the executive director. The collection was a central

focus of the residency as well. “Going through the storage

“Metal Work,” silver tea service and slave shackles, installation by artist
Fred Wilson as part of the Mining the Museum exhibition.

rooms was as important as understanding what was on view.

I let the objects and paintings speak to me, let them tell me their
story,” said Wilson. Wilson’s goal was to enhance the institution’s
and the public’s awareness that museums can validate or diminish

human experience through what is on display—or what is not.
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Mining the Museum occupied eight linked rooms of the historical “Art can make a difference in people’s lives,
society. Wilson resurrected long-hidden items and juxtaposed museums can make a difference in SOCiEiy,
them with other more conventional objects and art from the soci- and | can make a difference as an artist.”

ety’s collections. The result was jarring and thought-provoking, In
a standard exhibition case labeled simply, “Metalwork, 1793-1880,”

slave shackles appeared in a case alongside an ornate silver tea ser-

Fred Wilson

vice. Elsewhere, Victorian chairs were positioned in front of a whip-

ping post. In still another installation, Wilson turned a dainty Victorian

dollhouse into a scene of mayhem, playing out a slave’s fantasy rebellion

against slave owners. Labeling was intentionally spare to encourage visitors to

reach their own conclusions. Through the element of surprise, Wilson caused visitors to
rethink their history and attitudes, as well as to consider how the museum as an institution por-

trays the past.

During Wilson’s residency, students and educators were invited to meet with the artist, and
when the show opened, gallery talks and a panel entitled, “Mainstreaming Cultures on the
Margins in Museum Practices” included the artist, museum professionals, and local artists in dis-
cussion of the work. The exhibit transformed the Maryland Historical Society. National news
media coverage, as well as the national museum community’s attention on the exhibit, sparked
public curiosity. The subject of the exhibit drew to the historical society members of Baltimore’s
African American community who had never previously set foot inside. Attendance for Mining
the Museum set an all-time record. The visitor’s book conveyed messages from descendants of
slaves and slave owners who said they were able to connect to the artist’s vision of history. The
historical society invited Wilson back to recreate a segment of the exhibit for permanent display.
Since Mining, the society’s new exhibits have become more culturally inclusive than those of the
past, and exhibits have been developed to specifically feature African American history in
Maryland. The museum’s relationship to its collection and its community has been fundamen-

tally changed.

When Mining the Museum closed after an extended 11-month run, Fred Wilson reflected on the
overwhelming response to it. He called the Maryland Historical Society and The Contemporary
“daring and open-minded, risk-taking and intelligent museums” in their collaboration to make
this landmark project happen. “It made my faith and trust in others bloom—and my faith that
art can make a difference in people’s lives, museums can make a difference in society, and I can

make a difference as an artist.”
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TWILIGHT: LOS ANGELES, 1992
Looking for the Humanness

t would have been criminal to have simply produced Twilight as a stage play without cap-
turing the opportunity for community dialogue,” recalls Laura Penn, managing director
of the Intiman Theatre in Seattle, about its 1996 presentation of Anna Deavere Smith in
her provocative one-person play, Twilight: Los Angeles 1992. Twilight is the product of
Deavere Smith’s search for the character of Los Angeles in the wake of the initial Rodney
King verdict. In it, she plays 36 characters based on verbatim transcripts of interviews
she conducted with individuals directly or indirectly involved in the Los Angeles disturbances.
About the play, she says, “In such a time as this, when our national conversation about race has
become, to an extent, merely fragments of monologues, the theater of Twilight secks to suggest
that a conversation can be created from these fragments.” Recognizing the play’s capacity to
stimulate such a conversation, Intiman Theatre seized the opportunity Tiwilight afforded for dis-
cussion of issues about race and identity in Seattle and, at the same time, sought to build on its

reputation for working creatively with playwrights.

In addition to its regular mainstage performances of Twilight, Intiman Theatre designed a

”PEI'IICIPS program that brought together 250 young people and 250 members of Seattle’s busi-

the solutions Iie, ness community to explore together how race and identity influence their perspec-

in part, in the humanness tives of life in Seattle. It first assembled a steering committee composed of youth
of the audience, and in and adults from the school district, as well as members of the police department

the potenﬁql for diq|ogue and business community. The steering committee helped to identify and invite
and action after the participants for a daylong program that began with an interactive drama work-

curtain goes down.” shop and culminated with a performance of Twilight by Anna Deavere Smith and

a post-performance discussion. Youth were invited from local high schools and the

Anna Deavere Smith Seattle Center Peace Academy, which trains high school youth to be facilitators of

19

conflict resolution in the schools. The Chamber of Commerce, a collaborator on the
event, invited its members as well as employees of the Boeing Corporation. Then

Mayor Norman Rice also participated.

In the morning, youth and adults participated side-by-side in workshops based on Intiman’s
Living History program, an arts-in-education program that introduces students to the arts,
humanities, and ethical issues through theater and that encourages the development of critical
thinking skills. Intiman actors staged a scene of a shooting and participants were asked to inter-
pret what they saw. Discussion facilitated by the artists led to the participants’ realization that
there can be many different stories depending on the observer’s or the character’s point of view

and demonstrated how race and class influence people’s perspectives of current events.



Animating Democracy

It is about “finding the
heartbeat within a particular play,
and then finding ways of linking that
power to audiences for whom it is relevant.”

After lunch, participants watched the performance,
Twilight. While the morning workshop had succeeded

in prompting participants to intellectually explore
issues of race, the experience of seeing Twilight Laura Penn, managing director,

prompted, for many, a direct and emotional Intiman Theatre, Seattle

connection to the issues. Post—pcrformancc
discussion gave evidence to the power of the
play. The discussion began tentatively as
Anna Deavere Smith, the superintendent

of schools, the mayor, and the chief of
police fielded somewhat typical audience
questions. At one point, an audience
member challenged an official whose
response she found to be rote and unsatis-
factory. On the spot, the official delivered a
more personal answer, which changed the
tenor of the dialogue from that point on to
one that was deeper and more authentic. One
white girl in the audience offered that she had

noticed the black girl next to her crying during a Discussion after a special performance of Twilight af Seattle’s Infiman Theatre.
particular scene in the play. It made her understand Photo, Chris Bennion

how background and experience influence interpreta-

tion and feelings about an issue. In many ways, this one

child’s observation achieved Deavere Smith’s intent. “I am look-

ing for the humanness inside the problems or the crises ... Perhaps, the

solutions lie, in part, in the humanness of the audience, and in the potential for

dialogue and action after the curtain goes down.”

For participants, the intensity of the experience resonated long after the event, according to
conversations Laura Penn had with many of them. Intiman Theatre maintains a commitment to
connecting theater to local issues, although the intensity of labor involved in mounting efforts
such as the Twilight program allows only a few productions to receive such attention in a given
year. It is about “finding the heartbeat within a particular play,” explains Penn, “and then finding

ways of linking that power to audiences for whom it is relevant.”
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Why Civic Dialogue?

“What is the meaning of dialogue in an era when people don’t have
time to talk to each other? Engagements in the public realm tend to
be specialized or single-interest. Public dialogue has devolved to
unanswered salvos almost in a kind of random way. The challenge
is to redefine what a public dialogue is in this day and age.”

Jerry Allen, City of San Jose Office of Cultural Affairs

emocracy is animated by an informed public engaged in the issues affecting
people’s daily lives. It draws its power from a public that is both responsible
and responsive: Responsible for articulating its own interests; responsive to
the need to balance conflicting interests both within and across cultures.
Democracy is as vital as the means by which it educates people to value civic

life and to practice active citizenship. Civic dialogue is one such means.

Dialogue plays a crucial role in civic life, giving voice to multiple perspectives on challenging

civic issues and deepening understanding among those who participate. Dialogue’s crucial

role threads throughout the country’s history, reaching back to Thomas Jefferson’s emphasis
Face-to-face exchunge on the importance of a deliberative public possessing the freedom to express, discuss, and
prompts People to de"elop a decide. A high level of public discourse has been viewed as necessary for democracy to
more multifaceted, human,  function well.
realistic picture of their fellow
citizens and of an issue. Civic dialogue helps individuals relate their self-interests to the interest of the commu-
nity. Dialogue can help diverse groups find common ground on a particular issue. Face-
to-face exchange prompts people to develop a more multifaceted, human, realistic pic-
ture of their fellow citizens and of an issue, in the absence of which there is a tendency

to stereotype opponents and reduce issues to extremes.

Yet, there is growing concern that opportunities for civic dialogue in this country have
diminished in recent years. Polarization of opinion along ideological, racial, gender, and

class lines; exclusive social structures that separate rich from poor and majorities from
minorities; a sense of individual disempowerment; and the overwhelming nature of many

of society’s problems are all factors contributing to this sense. Likewise, partisan politics
and commercially driven news media engender an atmosphere of antagonism rather than
education and exchange. Talk shows sensationalize and trivialize issues with sound-bite
treatments. The failure of the political process and the media to engage local-level issues that
speak directly to what people care about most is a key source of Americans’ disengagement

from the civic realm.
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The failure of the political

process and the media
Perhaps most basically, the crosscutting nature of today’s complex issues often places g engage local-level issues

them outside of the traditional structures and settings such as civic organizations, labor

that speak directly to what
people care about most is

What is the Role of Artists iyl
and Cultural Institutions? the divic realm.

evitalization of democracy is a concern at all levels of

unions, and political parties, which have served to organize civic discourse in the past.

society, and in the renewal of civic dialogue, the arts
can play a pivotal role. The arts and culture have
long demonstrated a unique capacity to create
public space for discussion of important civic
issues where such space does not exist. In
the Crown Heights neighborhood of Brooklyn, New York, in
the summer of 1991, long-simmering interracial and
interethnic tensions came to a head when an African
American child was killed by a car in the entourage of the

local Hasidic religious leader. In apparent retribution, a

young rabbinical scholar was stabbed to death while sur-
rounded by a group of black men. No immediately
apparent neutral ground for constructive dialogue exist-
ed. The news media further inflamed the situation with

negative and one-dimensional images of Crown Heights.

Two arts projects—one a cooperative effort of three cul-

tural institutions and the other artist-driven—sought in
different ways to play a constructive role. Theater artist

Anna Deavere Smith created the Obie award-winning play

Fires in the Mirror (see Appendix A) based on verbatim
excerpts from interviews conducted with Crown Heights
residents about the incidents. The piece premiered at the
Joseph Papp Public Theater in New York City and was later
adapted for film, along with a study guide for use in public and

classroom discussions about racism. Her direct interaction with
people in the community powerfully validated that many voices on

the racial issue in Crown Heights should be heard. Continuing pre-

“Crown Heights: Perceptions and Realities,” exhibition af the Brooklyn
sentation of the play throughout the country, and the video made from Historical Society; one part of the Crown Heights History Project.

it, provides an ongoing opportunity for the piece to stimulate discussion
about this difficult issue.
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The Crown Heights History Project (see Appendix A-2), an effort of the Brooklyn Historical
Society, Brooklyn Children’s Museum and the Society for the Preservation of Weeksville and
Bedford-Stuyvesant History, was developed to draw people together in a common endeavor and
to facilitate dialogue and understanding, Cultural and historical exhibitions, public programs,
and a video exploring the cultural histories of the different racial and ethnic groups in Crown
Heights were produced by the three organizations and presented to residents, helping them to
learn about each other. Exhibitions and other components were later used as classroom teach-

ing tools and as permanent exhibits at the Children’s Museum.

Both projects demonstrate the unique capacity of the arts and culture to contribute to public dis-
course. These projects articulate complex issues in human terms and reframe preconceived
notions in ways that reveal new understandings. The arts in general can express difficult ideas
through metaphor; transcend the obvious to imagine solutions; communicate beyond the limits
of language; serve as a herald to raise awareness about an issue; gather diverse publics for inter-

action at a common physical site; and transcend established social and political boundaries.

These contemporary examples emanate from a rich tradition in which artists have applied the
power of art to reflect and explore both individual and common societal concerns. Many assert
that the creation of art, in and of itself, is a civic act, consciously or unconsciously linked to

and reflecting social and political context. Innumerable artists have assumed a more explic-
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and reflecting social and
political context.

it role as social commentators, making political and social concerns the subject of their

Many assert k. Through the power of their expression, artists continue to offer new ways of see-

that the creation ing and thinking about the world. The unique power of art lies in its ability to create

of art, in and of iiself, indelible images; transcend rational thinking and intellectual process to elicit a more

is a civic act, (OHS(iOUSIY emotional and visceral response; transport the viewer or listener beyond one’s per-
or UIICOIISCiOUSIY linked to sonal circumstances; portray simultaneously the personal and universal in the human

condition; promote empathy for others’ circumstances; and validate or alter one’s

perception of self.

“Art enables one to see oneself in another person’s place and [in doing so],
promotes attitudes that are compatible with democratic discourse.”

Martha McCoy, Study Circles Resource Center
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Cultural institutions
can offer the facilities,
the organizational and
interpretive capacity, and local
Cultural institutions can also offer the facilities, organizational and interpretive capac- connections to enable various

ity, and local connections to enable various publics to convene and engage in dialogue

publics to convene and engage in
dialogue based on the experience

based on the experience of creative expression. Increasingly, art and cultural institu-
tions are both volunteering and being called upon to play a role in public discourse . .
on contemporary civic issues. The projects presented at the opening of this report— of creative expression.
the Oregon Bach Festival, the Shipyard Project, Mining the Museum, and Twilight—suc-

ceeded in stimulating and supporting public dialogue in ways that other civic efforts

did not and, perhaps, could not. These and other cultural institutions are experiment-

ing with artistic forms that encourage audiences to explore through dialogue diverse

and sometimes conflicting perspectives on core issues. Surveys indicate that audiences,

too, respond positively to cultural opportunities that provide greater depth of experience

and understanding of the art they see and that engage issues that relate to their lives.

Beyond the basic role of producer, presenter, or exhibitor, cultural institutions are playing an
important role as catalysts, conveners, or forums for civic dialogue. This capacity has been
demonstrated by the experiences of the participants in this study, but it clearly has not been
tapped to its potential. Public libraries, the field of journalism, and religious institutions have
increasingly come to see themselves as having a civic function. Although arts and cultural insti-
tutions are recognized as contributors to community cultural life, they are not yet widely per-
ceived as active players in civic discourse. In fact, many of these may not perceive themselves as
civic institutions or leaders. Similarly, programs to promote civic discourse have occasionally
tapped the arts as a catalyst for dialogue but have not involved artists and cultural institutions in
more integrated ways. As Martha McCoy of the Study Circles Resource Center stated, “The arts
world is rarely mentioned in the world of civic engagement. That can, and should, change.”

“The role qfthe arts is in creating resonance. ... Our job [as cultural institu-
tions] is to validate the artist in creating that resonance.”

Neill Archer Roan, former director of the Oregon Bach Festival

At the same time, this intersection of artistic imagination with the civic realm offers fertile
ground for both aesthetic and programmatic innovation. For many artists and curators, the
choice to venture into civic terrain yields powerful results—revitalized works from the tradi-
tional canon, as well as fresh approaches to form, content, and process. Such innovations
enhance an audience’s experience of the arts, in addition to providing a rich aesthetic basis for

considering contemporary issues.
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America’s Tradition of Civic Dialogue

urrent efforts to foster civic dialogue have significant historic precedent. In
Alexis de Tocqueville’s chronicle of midnineteenth-century American life,
Democracy in America, he noted the American tendency to join associations. James
S. Fishkin comments in Theloice of the People: Public Opinion and Democracy that de
Tocqueville was struck by the fact that “ordinary citizens without special power,
status, or wealth could combine into groups that would seriously grapple with
public problems even on a national stage.” This view is echoed in the more contemporary
concept of social capital—the idea that by association, people have power to facilitate other

goals, such as civil rights or economic development.

De Tocqueville observed that this propensity for association, combined with freedom of the

press, permitted a new kind of democracy.

Those who advocate for the need to revitalize democracy today refer directly to the key values

or principles of democracy put forth by the authors of the Federalist papers. These include:

® Political equality: All citizens’ views should count equally in an inclusive,

representative process.

® Deliberation: A wide range of competing arguments should be considered through

meeting and discussion.

® Participation: A significant proportion of the citizenry should be engaged in the

democratic process.

® Non-tyranny: No sector of the citizenry should be deprived of rights or essential interests;

the political process must avoid a tyranny of the majority.

The Federalists embodied these principles in their primary governmental structures—the
Constitutional Convention and the town meeting, For a time, given the country’s size, commu-
nication systems, and population, these principles seemed to work. But what de Tocqueville and
some of the founding fathers had anticipated did come to pass. As the nation matured, society

began to outgrow government as the primary means of democratic participation.

By the late 1800s, as the country’s awareness of its own diversity grew, discontent arose that
the structures of government, which ostensibly reflected these principles, left many people out.
Basic values—equality and participation—were not being universally realized. Women in
New York protested their exclusion from voting privileges, for example, and formed the League

for Political Education, a forum for education and discussion. By the 1930s, the League was
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addressing problems it saw with the mass media to advance citizen deliberation and created

“Town Meeting of the Air,” a radio broadcast concept adapted to the new technology.

As sentiment spread that democratic participation needed to expand, various streams of activi-
ty emerged to address social concerns. Through the civil rights, feminist, peace, labor, adult edu-
cation, and citizen participation movements, people related their individual interests to broader

areas of public concern. In so doing, they renewed democratic participation.

Current Trends in Civic Dialogue

urrent efforts to increase and improve opportunities for civic dialogue have
been initiated by local, regional, and national organizations whose goal is to
encourage ordinary citizens to become involved in the processes of democracy

and public life.

Democracy and political action are the focus, for example, of Citizen Jury, based
at the Jefferson Center in Minneapolis. Citizen Jury convenes nationally representative groups
of voters to debate public policy and character issues facing candidates for public office. The
community convention model, inspired by James Fishkin’s “deliberative opinion poll,” adapts the
original town meeting format to large communities by breaking down into multiple small
forums. These later converge at a convention at which the community determines its position on

an issue and identifies specific actions to take.

Certain national organizations have focused on developing methods of public dialogue while
involving a cross section of the public. Dialogue is viewed by these groups as critical to eliciting
multiple and nuanced perspectives around complex, crosscutting issues. Organizations such as
the Study Circles Resource Center (see Appendix A-45) and the National Issues Forums (see
Appendix A-46) facilitate structured dialogue with the intent of deepening participants’ under-
standing and judgment on an issue and fostering respect for competing views. Study Circles and
National Issues Forums provide materials in advance that prepare participants to consider vari-

ous sides of an issue. Qualified facilitators monitor the integrity of the process.

Two national organizations have developed sophisticated approaches to facilitate dialogue on the

issue of racism.

Facing History and Ourselves is a national educational organization that engages students of
diverse backgrounds in an examination of racism, prejudice, and anti-Semitism to promote the
development of a more humane and informed citizenry. The arts and humanities stimulate dis-
cussion, which challenges students to think beyond simple solutions to complex questions and

to make connections between history and the moral choices they confront in their own lives.
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The National Conference for Community and Justice (formerly the National Conference of
Christians and Jews) is a human relations organization dedicated to fighting bias, bigotry, and
racism in America. Its recent initiative, the National Conversation on Race, Ethnicity, and
Culture in America, modeled focused discussion in workplace and community settings by bring-
ing together a range of leading American thinkers for dialogue. The National Conference has
made use of technology to telecast such discussions nationally, enabling both live and distant
audience interaction. The National Endowment for the Humanities’ National Conversations in
Pluralism and Identity project (see Appendix A-50) was an intensive, three-year effort in which
conversations across the country addressed the question, “What does it mean to be American?”

The arts and humanities were utilized to inform and catalyze discussions.

Service and research organizations have sought to mobilize institutions and fields such as
libraries, churches, and journalism to play an increased role in public dialogue. Libraries for the
Future (see Appendix A-48), a national service organization for public libraries, assists libraries
in developing projects that encourage public dialogue on civic issues and redefine the civic role
of the library in a community. Libraries employ literature, film, and the humanities and fre-

quently develop partnerships with art museums, public radio stations, and other agencies.

The Pew Center for Civic Journalism (Appendix A-47), the Project on Public Life and the Press,
and the Poynter Institute for Media Studies are leading efforts in civic journalism. The Pew Center,
for example, brings together major newspapers and television and radio stations and helps them
to develop ways to reconnect with their communities by making coverage of local issues more
meaningful. Using polls, surveys, focus groups, “living room conversations,” and old-fashioned
shoe leather reporting, local news media coalitions have found a number of ways to include

citizen voices in their coverage.

The Tradition of Civic Dialogue
Within the Arts

rtists traditionally have commented on or depicted contemporary issues
through their work. As the following historical examples illustrate, art has
proven powerful in its ability to stimulate or contribute to public discourse on
civic issues. Moreover, artworks that address issues often represent aesthetic
innovations of their time. Many have endured the test of time and continue to
be presented, attesting to artistic excellence and the resonance of the original
ideas embodied in the work. While historical antecedents in this type of work are typically not
intended as formal, intentional vehicles of civic dialogue, four early 20th-century works

nonetheless display in various ways the potential dimensions of such work.
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® Issues of women’s rights and gender equity have been powerfully articulated and brought to

public awareness by artistic means. According to theater historians B. Donald Grose and O.
Franklin Kenworthy, in Henrik Ibsen’s A Doll’s House (1879), Nora’s decision to leave her
home, husband, and children was hailed then, as now, as a call for women’s rights in a male-
dominated society. As well, the innovative realism of the play reflected the rise of the mid-
dle class and the movement toward a “theater of the people” that could effectively commu-
nicate its message to this audience. People throughout Europe reacted in disbelief that any
woman would ever abandon her family, and for its German production, Ibsen was even
required to change the ending of the play so that Nora would remain with her family.
Nonetheless, A Doll’s House continues to probe questions of gender, identity, and the social

structures of marriage and family more than a century after it was first performed.

In his hallmark film, The Battleship Potemkin (1925), Russian filmmaker Sergei Eisenstein
attempted to interpret and give emotional reinforcement to Soviet spectators and Bolshevik
sympathizers. Potemkin depicts a mutiny aboard a naval ship, drawing on events that
occurred during an unsuccessful uprising against the Russian monarchy in 1905. According
to film historian Robert Sklar, Eisenstein emphasized, in this and other films, the centrality
of the spectator’s response, “creating a shock that would lead to audience perception and
knowledge.” Stylistically, Eisenstein developed the use of what he termed “intellectual mon-
tage—the juxtaposition of unrelated images to generate associations in the spectator’s
mind—conveying his message in powerful, metaphoric ways that still influence film and
theater today.

® The Green Table, a ballet created in 1932 by Kurt Jooss, reflects the German choreograph-
er’s foretelling disquiet with the prevailing social currents during the interlude between the
two World Wars. Addressing the perpetuation of war, Jooss dramatizes the moral and psy-
chological dilemmas of violent conflict in which, ultimately, the only winner is death. His
artistic concept for The Green Table was to treat this problem through allegory and archetypal
characters and situations. The result was a groundbreaking modernist ballet. The piece opens
and closes with the same scene, a green gaming table around which opposing leaders have
reduced war and their industrial interests to a game of sorts, arguing but never finding reso-
lution, symbolizing the ritualized cycle of war throughout history. In between, according to
dance critic Marcia Siegel, the character of Death becomes “everyone’s partner, effectively
seducing them into his dance on the same terms by which they lived their lives.” The Joffrey
Ballet revived The Green Table in 1967 as the U.S. involvement in Vietnam escalated, demon-
strating the power of art not only to embody concerns of its own time but to find resonance
in another period.
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® The musical compositions of Antonin Dvorak during his two-and-a-half-year sojourn in the
United States demonstrate the mirroring of artistic currents and civic issues. From the late
1890s to the beginning of World War II, the search for a national identity in concert music
paralleled America’s determination to establish its own cultural identity separate from
Europe. Dvorak, a Czech composer who had come to America to lead the National
Conservatory in New York, sought out African American and Native American music as
sources for a new American musical vocabulary. Within the concert music world, the idea
of introducing American folk and common musical forms to concert hall repertoire
previously fixed in European classical traditions was a major aesthetic innovation, and it
incited vigorous debate, particularly upon performance of Dvorak’s New World Symphony.
This debate about what is American music was made public in numerous articles in
The New York Times and other newspapers and contributed to a broader public debate about
American cultural identity.

In addition to the impact of individual works of art, certain artistic/humanistic traditions
have spawned art which has supported or advanced civic ideals and interests of particular

social groups.

Both the local arts field and the civic dialogue field trace their roots to the chautauqua and the
lyceum movements. The chautauqua and the tent chautauqua circuit (1874-1924) brought
theater and other touring arts to rural and small communities. Following the chautauqua the
community theater movement developed, encouraging a shift from interested spectator to active
participant, often with the goal of building community. The lyceum and lyceum speaker’s
bureaus (1826-1865) were aimed at the self-improvement of members through exposure to lec-
tures by touring writers, philosophers, and scientists. The chautauqua and lyceum initiatives
made existing communities the focus of their activity, encouraging participation and discussion

at the grassroots level.

Later movements were stimulated by economic and political conditions. The Depression-era
Federal Art Project and Federal Theater Project of the WPA employed artists in all disciplines,
emphasizing their social role. WPA art often documented or addressed contemporary issues.
Movements of the 1950s and 1960s, especially the civil rights movement and the black
consciousness era, were significant in linking the arts with advances toward social justice. The
Free Southern Theater, created in 1963 by John O’Neal and Gilm Moses, aimed to “stimulate
creative and reflective thought among Negroes in the South . . .[and] to serve as an educational
and cultural wing of the Freedom Movement” through a focus on community involvement,
educational work, and touring. Efforts in 1965 by Cesar Chavez to unionize California
farm workers launched a national mobilization of Chicanos known as La Causa, and art became

closely aligned with the movement’s political goal of economic democracy. The barrio mural
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movement, reaching back to Diego Rivera, is perhaps the most enduring social art movement
nationwide, creating murals that promote an awareness of the past, proposing strategies for the
future, and involving community members in a form of broad-based public education. Such an
integral relationship between art and political and social expression goes back centuries in many
cultures in Africa, Asia, and Latin America, for example. There art provides a means for dialogue

about community life while also connecting people to broad perspectives and divergent views.

Current Trends Toward Arts-based
Civic Dialogue
A spectrum of approaches

ontemporary artists and cultural institutions have continued and expanded
upon these traditions, engaging with civic issues through a wide spectrum of
activity. At one end of this spectrum, topical art articulates or comments

on civic issues; at the other end, artists and cultural institutions roll up

their sleeves and use the arts to engage people in action to affect

change.

More recently, at the center of the spectrum, a vital midrange of activity has begun

to emerge, distinct from these two ends. This body of work—the focus of this
study—is stimulated by artists and institutions who believe that, in a society strug- In this WOI’k, art

gling to regain its faith in democracy, art offers a fresh approach to engaging peo-

consciously incorporates
civic dialogue as part
of an aesthetic strategy.

ple in civic issues. In this work, art consciously incorporates civic dialogue as part

of an aesthetic strategy.

By exploring multiple perspectives on critical concerns, dialogue projects seck to
engage more diverse publics in discussion of challenging issues. At the same time,
this intersection of artistic imagination with the civic realm offers fertile ground
for both aesthetic and programmatic innovation. The following chart depicts the
spectrum of these three approaches—commentary, dialogue, and action—which art

may take in connecting with civic concerns.

DPROOMIRRROY Y
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Spectrum of Approaches for Civically Engaged Art

An issue is the subject or theme dialogue and to enhance awareness.

Dialogue Action
Art is created or presented to

Commentary explore or examine an issue through The art, and often the

artistic process, may intend to
have various social impacts:

of the art, and the art further There is intent by the artist and/or For example, fo empower
articulates the issve in aesthetic presenter to engage at a level that is peaple fo respond or act on

terms. The art may convey a more than theme-based or commentary, the issue, change negative
particular position or seek to but which does not advocate a specific | o f:)ste ¢ cross-coltural

explore many perspectives.  action. A goal of dialogue is to increase
the public’s capacity to deal with
complex issves.

communication, or even
change policy.

Commentary—At one end of the spectrum, an array of historic and contemporary artists and
art offer commentary that serves to further articulate an issue. The full gamut of social, politi-
cal, and civic issues is fair game. Projects about cultural identity, representation, and self-deter-
mination have accounted for a significant portion of socially themed work over the past three
decades. Playwright Athol Fugard, for instance, as well as Ousmane Sembene, the father of fea-
ture filmmaking in Africa, critique colonialism and neocolonialism in their works. In Wynton
Marsalis’ Blood in the Field, the artist relies on the power of his music and libretto to make social
commentary. In this epic on slavery, one man’s story serves as a parable for contemporary lessons

about how human caring can redeem even the most malevolent injustices.

Action—At the other end of the spectrum, there has long been a vigorous artistic movement
which applies art to stimulate action for social change on critical issues. The art, and often the
artistic process, actively engages people toward making social impact. For example, New York-
based Elders Share the Arts (ESTA) seeks solutions to intergenerational issues which manifest in
broader community issues such as crime and neighborhood fragmentation. ESTA involves the
old and young together to transform life stories into dramatic, literary, and visual presentations.
In the Environmental Justice Project, a multiyear effort of John O’Neal’s New Orleans-based
Junebug Productions, the city’s low-income African American neighborhoods exposed to toxic
chemicals were mobilized by theater and other artistic activities for grassroots organizing efforts

to impact public policy and advocate for systemic change.

Dialogue—In the center of this spectrum, art is created to stimulate people toward dialogue
on multiple dimensions of an issue. The Shipyard Project, through dance, provided a way for resi-

dents of Portsmouth, New Hampshire, to discuss difficult issues: A threatened local economy,
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the military, and a complex history that colored residents’ views of themselves and their neigh-
bors. Similarly, the Oregon Bach Festival achieved extensive public dialogue about religious-
based prejudice catalyzed by the controversial choice of the St. John Passion. In both instances
extraordinary artworks were at the center of an enriched civic dialogue stimulated through
thoughtfully conceived community activities, significant news media coverage, and the use of

partner organizations to facilitate dialogue in a range of community settings.

It is this emergent midrange of activity, referred to subsequently as arts-based civic dialogue, that
is the focus of this study. A distinct field of arts-based civic dialogue is evolving in vital pockets
of activity within various arts disciplines. Considering the field’s evolution across disciplines pro-
vides further context for examining the challenges inherent in this work and opportunities to
strengthen it.

“Museums must not look to educate visitors to a singular point of view.
Rather, the goal is to create an informed public that can analyze,
criticize, understand, and manipulate history, culture, art, and science
so that it informs their lives and aids them in addressing the issues,

problems, and normal dilemmas of life.”

Lonnie Bunch, assistant director for curatorial affairs,
National Museum of American History, Museum News, March/April 1995

Comparative Overview Across
Arts Disciplines

rts-based civic dialogue has developed most actively in such fields as museums,
presenting, public art, public interest media, dance, and community-based
theater. How and why has this work evolved in these areas and what role have

artists and cultural organizations played?

The pioneering role of artists

Artists, often working independently of institutions, have pioneered and advanced arts-based
civic dialogue work, while cultural organizations have often provided key opportunities and
support. In theater, artists fostered a movement of community-based work. In public art, artists
who were concerned with creating work that was meaningful to its public propelled a shift

from artworks created in the isolation of the studio to site-specific work which considered the
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Liz Lerman works with local citizens of Portsmouth, New Hampshire in a story )
circle as part of The Shipyard Project. Photo George Barker. would have followed suit.

physical and social context of its public site. By contrast,

in the public interest media and museum fields, institu-
tional infrastructure and resources have advanced arts-

based civic dialogue strategies. In dance and in pre-
senting there appears to be a more reciprocal relation-

ship between artists and organizations which has
enabled fertile artistic and organizational exploration

and development. In many cases, experienced artists
have played a role in teaching cultural institutions how to

do this work. It is safe to say that, if not for the pioneering
work of artists such as Fred Wilson, Suzanne Lacy, Judy Baca,
John O’Neal, and Liz Lerman, who demonstrated exciting pos-

sibilities in their fields, neither cultural institutions nor funders

The evolution of arts-based dialogue
within arts disciplines

In leading disciplines, early and continuing field discussions among artists and cultural
institutions have served to recognize and validate individual efforts of artists, as well as to
explore artistic and social implications and practical challenges which this work presents.
National service organizations, such as the American Association of Museums, the Association
of Performing Arts Presenters, Americans for the Arts, and the National Alliance of Media Arts
and Culture, as well as regional groups such as Alternate Roots, have played key roles in
convening their fields and cultivating resources. In the public art field, committed artists and
administrators have sustained fieldwide discussion, sometimes in cooperation with universities,
the National Endowment for the Arts, Americans for the Arts, discipline-based service organi-

zations, or local/state arts agencies.

In these disciplines an underlying shift in the role of cultural institutions in their communities
has facilitated the emergence of this work. This shift has gained momentum from several trends,
cach of which has prompted rethinking of the cultural institution’s mission, its relationship to its

public, and its relevance to community interests.

The earliest trend, pervasive throughout the arts, was the critical need to develop audiences.
Concerns within the museum and presenting fields, for instance, were largely about attracting
larger and more diverse audiences in order to increase earned income. From this orientation
evolved more deliberate efforts to build ongoing relationships with the public. Major cultural

institutions realized that more than effective marketing strategies would be necessary to dispel
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elitist images of the arts and to connect more meaningfully to broader constituencies. As a
result, programming gravitated to themes or subjects relevant to local contexts, often including
outreach efforts conducted in collaboration with community-based organizations. The prolifer-
ation of ethnically based work, especially in theater, performance art, media arts, and literature,
spurred more institutions to develop culturally diverse programming. In addition, a priority of
much public funding—to reach wide audiences—called for accountability regarding local rep-
resentation in planning, as well as among audiences. By reorienting toward achieving impact in
such areas as community development, cultural identity, or social change, some cultural institu-

tions and artists laid a groundwork for exploring arts-based civic dialogue activity.

The role of cultural organizations

Certain types of cultural organizations have come to arts-based dialogue work more readily than
others. Within the museum field, history, children’s, ethnic, and community-based museums, by
virtue of mission and constituency, have more often established ongoing relationships with their
communities and more easily met the related organizational challenges of arts-based civic dia-
logue work. Art museums, with exceptions, have made slower progress as they have sought to
free their approach from an overreliance on collections, bureaucracies, and curatorial tradition.
Regional theaters, too, have been driven by the need to sustain large subscriber bases in order

to support the high costs of productions and facilities.

By contrast, in the dance field less institutional infrastructure appears to have allowed for greater
flexibility, imposing fewer constraints on choreographers and dance presenters. Further, unlike
theater’s concern with sustaining audiences, the dance field has been engaged in a long-term
process of building new audiences for dance. As part of this, a strong network of dance presen-
ters has encouraged and supported joint commissions which have helped to reduce the financial
and marketing burdens of arts-based dialogue work. For example, organizations such as Dancing
in the Streets and Dance Theater Workshop have nurtured site-specific opportunities and com-

missions with funding and training support.

Once considered marginal, community-based arts organizations and theaters, operating close to
their communities, are better-poised philosophically to engage in arts-based civic dialogue activi-
ty and provide models for community engagement and dialogue drawn from their tradition of
involving local people directly in the art-making process. The community-based theater field has
evolved organizational structures and support systems, such as Alternate Roots and the
American Festival Project (see Appendix A-29), to connect theaters’ work with local audiences.
While many have been constrained from meeting their full potential by small staffs and overly
stretched budgets, model community-based arts organizations are increasingly called upon to share

their experience with other cultural institutions secking to engage in arts-based civic dialogue.

DEMOCRACY
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Redefinition of roles for arts professionals

The emergence of arts-based civic dialogue in each of these leading fields has pressed
arts professionals to develop skills beyond their areas of expertise. Museum
curators and symphony music directors have been challenged to rethink
assumptions about their roles as professionals and to develop approach-
es to programming and interpretation which consider broader public
audiences and issues. Presenters have adopted community organiz-

ing skills, becoming adept in building partnerships and in facilitat-

ing dialogue. Programmers in media arts and theater organiza-

tions, which have traditionally mounted post-performance and
post-screening discussions, have developed ways to maximize

these opportunities by learning to be effective dialogue facil-

itators and/or by involving other experts on the issues to
thoughtfully catalyze and engage audiences in civic dia-

logue. Public interest media broadcasters, often envied for

their relatively wide audiences, look for localized and

humanized contact and impact. They increasingly link

broadcasts to listeners and viewers via interactive tech-

Dialogue activities have been incorporated in association with many Houston

Gr.and Opert! produdions,: here, the 1 99.’{ world premier of Stewart Wallace and nologies or by organizing live discussions with local part-
Michael Korie's Harvey Milk (see Appendix A-35). Photo Jim Caldwell. ners. Public artists, composers, theater directors, and
choreographers have needed to master community politics,
Arts pl'OfESSiOI‘I(IIS, negotiation, and facilitation skills as they plan and imple-

Chullenged to stretch their ment arts-based dialogue projects.

traditional roles, have had to
master community politics,

In many cases, innovative arts-based civic dialogue projects have

been the initiative of individual curators, presenters, or other

ne9°““"°“’ and fﬂ(lll'l:(ll'lon skills programmers rather than an institutional commitment. Like indi-
as fheY Plu“ and 'mPIeme“' vidual artists, these individuals often find themselves in the role of
arts-based dialogue proiects. educating a cultural institution about this work and its value, and

extending what new skills they have learned to other staff, sometimes

pushing the boundaries of the organization.

Activities to assist field development

The experiences of those who have pioneered arts-based civic dialogue are now beginning to
be articulated in training programs, discussions of best practices, and opportunities for the
development of new work. In each of these leading fields, veteran artists, cultural organizations,

and service organizations have begun to document their work and to evolve theoretical and

35



Historical Perspectives and Current Trends

practical foundations. Through the Urban Bush Women’s Summer Dance Institute, a training
program in dance and community engagement, participants explore how choreography, cultur-
al history, and community work are connected to the artist’s public role. The Institute for Visual
and Public Art at California State University, developed by public artists Amalia Mesa-Bains,
Judith Baca, and Suzanne Lacy, prepares students to develop artistic and community engagement
skills, and provides a theoretical base for the creation of public art and arts-based civic dialogue.
The Liz Lerman Dance Exchange and the American Festival Project have developed training pro-
grams and documentation strategies based on their years of experience in promoting civic dia-
logue. Most recently, the Institute for Arts and Civic Dialogue, based at Harvard University and
headed by theater artist Anna Deavere Smith, has been established to provide project support for
professional artists whose work seeks to investigate the link between artistic creativity and the

civic realm and promote more vital communication about critical civic issues.

Emerging arts-based civic dialogue
in other arts disciplines

Arts-based civic dialogue is emerging in other disciplines as well, but with less of a field-wide
focus. Exemplary efforts have been made in music and literature, including
community-based composer residencies stimulated by Meet the

Composer, thematic music programming innovations by orches-

tras, and literature initiatives such as the National YMCA’s

Writer’s Voice project. Arts-based dialogue activity is nascent
in these fields as a whole, bubbling up less by intention
and more because the nature and form of artistic
activity are prompting it. Poetry slams and new
media, for example, each with a high degree of
audience interactivity, suggest potential for arts-

based civic dialogue.

Parallel trends in related areas have increased the
potential for arts-based civic dialogue in various
fields and disciplines. In the public humanities

field, the idea of a role for the humanities in

increasing public understanding of contemporary

issues has set significant precedent. Public programs

Discussion circle and Internet station, part of Re: public/Listening to
that incorporate cultural components and discussions San Diego, an installation by Richard Bolton (see Appendix A-6).

led by humanities scholars have established a trend in con- Photo courtesy of the Museum of Photographic Arts, San Diego.

textual programming and public dialogue about civic issues

DENOCRACY!
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The arts-in-education field, emphasizing the development of curriculum-based activity, has
pressed cultural institutions to develop sophisticated approaches and methodologies to integrate
the arts with other learning goals. The Philadelphia Opera Company, Glimmerglass Opera, and
others link social issues inherent in traditional and contemporary operas to history and social

studies, as well as to discussion of contemporary issues.

Innovations in museum education, including inquiry-driven approaches to interpretive materi-

als, have prompted more open-ended investigations of context and perspectives.

New interactive technologies, such as those used by art and museum educators, now enable vis-
itors to choose from various paths of information and control their learning experience. Artists
are exploring not only the aesthetic frontiers of new technologies but also interactive capabili-
ties that welcome people as active partners in the creative outcome and/or in dialogue about the
work and its content and form. Such advances in technologies have expanded the potential of

public interest media fields and hold promise for other disciplines as well.

Abstracts of a sampling of projects, organized by discipline or field, are provided
in Appendix A. Introductions to each discipline highlight significant influences,
activities, and movements that have prepared a basis for arts-based civic dialogue
in that field.



Observations About
Arts-based Civic Dialogue Work

hat is the nature of artistic activity that stimulates civic dialogue?
Artists and cultural institutions have embraced a wide range of
aesthetics, artistic approaches, and issues as they have engaged in this
work. Projects highlighted in this section (and detailed in Appendix
A) provide insights on approaches and practices, with a particular
emphasis on the character, methods, and challenges of arts-based

civic dialogue activity.

In the course of this study, two areas of inquiry proved to be particularly provocative and sug-
gest important areas of future attention. The first is the aesthetic dimensions of civically engaged
art, including a recognition of the process-orientation of much of the work. This recognition
evoked a call from study participants for new aesthetic standards, definitions, and criteria by
which work might be discussed and judged. The second is that, while the civic impact of this
work has been observed in anecdotal ways, there is a need for more formal evaluation methods

to truly illuminate the short- and long-term effects of arts-based civic dialogue.

Types of Civic Issues Engaged by the Arts

hile a focus on particular issues was observed within certain arts
disciplines—for example, the ecological theater movement, and
intercultural understanding within the presenting field—a wide
range of civic issues have been addressed by artists and cultural insti-
tutions. These include: Reexamination of history; the environment,
ecology and land use; crime and violence; gender roles and relations;
generations; war; health and diseases; the impact of technology and science; and immigration,

among others.

Race relations and intercultural understanding, however, have been the most prominent themes,
as these continue to be pressing, unresolved issues demanding society’s attention. Because art
inherently embodies cultural, political, and social ideas, and because many artists and cultural
leaders draw from their experience of civil rights activism, issues of racial relations and equity
remain strong. In addition, the principles and mandates of initiatives such as American Dialogue
within the performance presenting field (1988) and Excellence and Equity within the museum

field (1992) have urged cultural organizations to address issues of cultural diversity.

A review of projects cited in this report reveals that the choice of issue most often emerges from
concern about a local issue, a critical incident, or personal experiences of the artist or of some-
one in the community. Sometimes arts-based dialogue activities seek to translate local issues into

a broader understanding of regional or national significance, or conversely, to look at the local
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implications of national issues. For instance, highlighting the local relevance of national issues is
a focus of POV’s High Impact Television (HIT) campaigns (see Appendix A-17), which give
human voice to an issue by focusing on the stories of individuals through national broadcasts of
first-rate independent film and video documentaries. In tandem with national broadcasts, HIT
catalyzes reflection and discussion through interactive programming coordinated by local agen-

cies in selected communities.

Motivations for the Work

rts and cultural institutions undertake arts-based civic dialogue projects for a
diversity of reasons from a need to extend the relevance of art to a broader con-
stituency to looking to effect change in society by inspiring more people to
engage in civic issues. Institutions and artists may also be motivated to explore

aesthetic possibilities afforded by the social and political variables of civic con-
text. It is often characteristic of arts-based civic dialogue work that multiple
goals drive a project, reflecting the crosscutting interests of various partici-
pants. In addition, artists and cultural institutions may begin with a gen-
eral sense of a goal, but define more specific outcomes as the artistic
and/or dialogue process further clarifies the issue. Sometimes dialogue
happens unintentionally as a result of unanticipated reaction to the
creation or presentation of the art. In any case, it is possible to iden-

tify several key motivating forces behind arts-based civic dialogue

projects:

Engage new audiences—In the process of seeking to make
connections with new and more varied audiences,
audience/community discussion formats often are used to

interest and educate audiences about the form, process, and

content of art. The purpose of COAL (see Appendix A-28)—a
Composer Judith Shatin researches for her commissioned work, COAL, in Eagles residency and commissioned musical piece by Judith Shatin
Nest Mine, Twilight, West Virginia. Photo courtesy of WSWP-TV. conducted at Shepherd College in West Virginia—was to deep-

en the community’s knowledge of contemporary music through

a project that also resonated for the region. The artist talked with
Successful arts-based miners during her research and incorporated their stories into the

final oratorio. The project gained momentum as college and com-

civic dialogue projects can
build a cultural organization’s

munity collaborators discovered opportunities to explore issues of

coal-mining history, mine safety, and unions through panels, photogra-

civic ide“'“y’ from a Sponsor phy exhibitions, and other programs. Projects such as COAL can build a

of muinstuge pl’OdUCI’iOHS foa cultural organization’s civic identity, changing its public perception from a

civic institution that stimulates sponsor of mainstage productions, for example, to a civic institution that stim-
collective exchunge. ulates collective exchange.
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Raise awareness about an issue—Arts-based civic dialogue may be incorporated when an
artist or institution wishes to heighten public awareness about an issue, sometimes in response
to a particular incident. The Wadsworth Atheneum in Hartford has focused two public art pro-
jects on the city’s continuing, critical issue of urban violence: Artist Peggy Diggs’ Hartford
Grandmothers’ Project (1993-94) (see Appendix A-3) addressed the fear of city streets experienced
by elderly women living in the city. Diggs spent one year interviewing elderly women and
teenagers, then incorporated their personal stories into her artwork—Ilottery-like scratch
tickets featuring quotes from the women on one side and from the teens on the other.

The tickets were distributed by the city’s major daily newspaper.

The Manhole Cover Project (1996-97) by Bradley McCallum (see Appendix A-4).
linked the issue of gun violence to Hartford’s history as a gun manufacturer.
Through the art projects, dialogue activities, community partnerships, and high-
profile news media coverage, the museum sought to depict the full dimensions

of Hartford’s violence and achieve a cumulative impact on public consciousness.

Foster intergroup communication—The arts have demonstrated their
capacity as a bridge or platform from which to explore both the differences
between and common experiences of or between different cultures, classes, and
groups. For example, black-Jewish relations are at the heart of The Moses Project
(see Appendix A-37), a residency involving four Massachusetts organizations,
including the Boston Symphony Orchestra, in which composer Walter Robinson

is writing a gospel opera on the life of Moses. The goal of the project, launched in
1995, is to educate and sensitize African American and Jewish communities about

their common links and to encourage dialogue.

The Manhole Cover Project by Bradley McCallum on

“Arts organizations have the role and long-term effect qf validation,
documentation, and interpretation of cultural histories. Cultural history
is always in the making. The next generation’s perceptions of itself will

be colored by what institutions are saying is art”

Marlena Gonzales-Tamrong, Walker Art Center

Not all motivations driving this work have proved well-founded. The trend of arts for social
change has spawned a host of programs and projects, often well-meaning, but many of which are
naive both in approach and in understanding of the complex politics and processes involved in
this work. In some cases, organizations are primarily interested in advancing audience develop-
ment goals or their own image of social responsibility, rather than operating from a genuine
desire to serve the public’s needs to better understand and engage a particular issue. The reality
of competing with human services for limited private and public dollars also may have enticed

some organizations to stretch beyond their core mission.

display at the Wadsworth Atheneum, Hartford.
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Artists may be similarly compelled. Inigo Manglano-Ovalle, who developed the Tele-Vecindario
project (see Appendix A-16) within Chicago’s larger Culture in Action (see Appendix A-11) pub-
lic art project cautioned that artists who do community-based work should remain “critically
suspect” of their intentions and actions if they are to orchestrate responsible community process
and artworks. He observes that institutions rarely display either the inclination or the apparatus

to sustain such self-critique throughout a project.

Artists who do community-based work should remain “critically
suspect” of their intentions and actions if they are to orchestrate

responsible community process and artworRks.

Inigo Manglano-Ovalle, artist, Tele-Vecindario project, Chicago

Finally, the role of funding sources in advancing, inhibiting, or directing this work in various
fields has been significant, and the availability and thrust of funding seems to have enabled the
development of various forms of civically engaged art. Funding initiatives such as New
Residencies (a “Meet the Composer” program), Opera for a New World (an “Opera America”
program), the American Festival Project, and production grants through the Independent
Television Service have been influential within the presenting, music, and independent media
arts fields. When it is most effective, funding support meets field interest and need in a timely
juncture. The great impact of the Lila Wallace Readers Digest Fund’s Arts Partners program
(administered by the Association of Performing Arts Presenters) on the presenting field has been
attributed to a preexisting readiness in that discipline. Broad conversation among leaders of the
presenting world stimulated by the American Dialogue project helped to define the principles
and standards of a new approach for presenting, setting a course that the funder was then able

to support and advance.

Some artists and cultural institutions note that funders have not necessarily been moved to sup-
port arts-based civic dialogue efforts. It was not until local crises exploded, such as the Crown
Heights incident and the 1992 Los Angeles uprising, that some funders finally supported pro-
jects previously proposed by cultural organizations to address mounting racial tensions. In addi-
tion, some artists and cultural organization leaders have felt that by setting specific priorities,
funders may even alter the natural course of development, which artists and cultural institutions

strongly believe should be self-determined.

“Art has to have its own rhythms, too.There are galvanizing moments

that happen which help focus and change things forever. The Olympic
Arts Festival in 1984 contributed to a new way the city [of Los Angeles|
looked at itself, for example, but you can’t necessarily repeat that kind

ofthing. Not everything you do in art has to cause an action.”

Gordon Davidson, Mark Taper Forum
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Points of Opportunity
and Methods of Dialogue

tis, of course, true that the arts stimulate spontaneous, incidental dialogue all the time.
Individuals who experience art together are likely to talk about what they have seen.
Their conversations may be anticipated but are unplanned by the presenter, museum, or
artist. Public discourse may also be sparked unintentionally by controversy incited by the
art and/or the social theme of the work. Robert Graham’s Quetzalcoatl, a sculpture of a
Mayan god placed in a central location in San Jose, California, elicited two quite unan-
ticipated public dialogues: Debates about abortion rights were catalyzed by some who found
symbolic reference in this statue of a god to whom human sacrifice was made; others took issue
with the placement of the sculpture in a prime central location of the city where every cultural
group might wish to have a monument. Such dialogue represents a rich opportunity for guided
public discourse about the issues and the art. The challenge for cultural institutions, which often
must deal with the controversy, is to try to productively facilitate such spontaneous incidental

dialogue toward increased public understanding of the issue and the art.

When they act deliberately, however, cultural institutions and artists employ dialogue as a key
method by which to engage people in civic issues. Such a planned approach to dialogue might
be characterized as either augmented or integrated. Cultural organizations may plan dialogue
activities to augment the art experience, with the intent to enhance the audience’s connection
to the issue as well as the art. Program notes, exhibition labeling, lectures, and panel discussions
direct attention to and deepen understanding of, the issue, although dialogue is often limited to
a single or a few opportunities, as opposed to sustained over a period of time. For example, the
Oregon Bach Festival augmented the presentation of the St. John Passion with multiple opportu-

nities for audience and community discussion.

In contrast, dialogue activities may be integrated throughout the development or implementation
of the cultural project. The Shipyard Project and Mining the Museum reflect an integrated approach.
Artists may include people as informants or actual cocreators in their artistic process, or facili-
tate participants’ own creative work. An integrated approach to dialogue is often characterized

by sustained or cumulative activity.

When and how dialogue might be linked to the creation or presentation of an artwork were
observed to be quite variable. Approaches range from a singular activity, such as a post-perfor-
mance discussion, to combinations of activities throughout the stages of a project’s development
and presentation. Opportunities for augmented and integrated dialogue activities exist at every
stage. The choice of approach to dialogue appears related to a number of factors, including who
is being engaged—for example, a targeted segment of the community, an arts audience, or a

broad cross-section of the public; the desired tenor and effect of the dialogue itself; and the
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Typical Points of Opportunity and Methods of Dialogue

Stage

Points in the Development
of an Artistic Work

Activities and Forums
for Civic Dialogue

Design
and %Iunning

The artist, curator, presenter or organization
seeks input and parficipation from partners
or collaborators, which includes dialogue
about issues.

® Advisory groups

® |nterviews and focus groups
® Pyblic forums

® Partner meetings

Research

Artists and curators seek contextual
information that stimulates
dialogue about issues.

® |nterviews
® Story circles; oral histories
® Meefings with community agencies

Artistic Creation
and Development

Artists and curators involve the public or
targeted segments of the public in making
the art or designing the event/exhibit; or
the public is invited to interact with the artist
on the work-in-progress. Feedback from

the public may alter the artwork or creation.

® Studio workshops
® Residency activities
® |eciure/demonsirations

Pre-Presentation

Before a performance or viewing of a film
or exhibition, the audience is engaged in
dialogue about relevant issues.

® Focilitated discussions
® Related programs offered in advance

Presentation

The actual presentation offers an opportunity
for public engagement on issues.

® |ndividuals are participants in presentation
® |nteractive exhibition or presentations

Post-Presentation

After a performance or viewing of a film or
exhibition, audiences are engaged in dialogue
about relevant issues.

® Focilitated discussions
® Panel discussions
® (gll-in shows

Distribution

The work is distributed via fouring, publication,
media adaptation, etc., offering further opportunity
for dialogue about issues.

® Video or broadcast showings
with facilitated discussions

® (ommunicafion via interactive media
(such as the Internet)

® Touring
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The artistic process
artist’s availability, interest, and/ or skill in engaging in dialogue. The nature of dialogue  gften engages pqrﬁ(ipqms
activities employed at different stages of a project is summarized in the table on the g4 g level that opens up

preceding page. a nonthreatening path

During the planning and research stages, many arts-based civic dialogue projects to diﬂlOgUE.
incorporate dialogue in order to inform the work and the project and/or to con-

tribute to the actual art with imagery, symbols, etc. These two purposes are not mutu-

ally exclusive. At the planning stage, as in the Shipyard Project, the artist and/or cultur-

al organization may seck advice on or involvement in structuring the project, connect-

ing with prospective participants, choosing settings, and developing approaches to dia-
logue. Dialogue may occur in the context of advisory groups, meetings with community orga-
nizations, or interviews with stakeholders, and may present the first opportunity for focusing
on the civic issue. Artists may view dialogue in the developmental stages as a way by which to
understand a civic issue and to collect information that might be incorporated into their work.
Many artists and cultural organizations cited the challenge inherent in engaging people in dia-
logue during the early stages of a project, when goals are still being formulated and the project

may appear abstract.

At the creative or artmaking stage, artists and cultural organizations may seek to capitalize
on the direct relationship of art-making to dialogue and dialogue to art-making. Dialogue on
an issue may inform, influence, or even become part of the artwork. Works such as the
environmentally themed play, upRooted/reRooted, by the Ukiah Players (see Appendix A-40),
gauged community feedback at several points in the play’s development. The company contin-
ued to make changes even after a point at which it felt the work had been “completed.”
Conversely, the artistic process often engages participants on a level that opens up a nonthreat-

ening path to dialogue.

“If we’re talking about dialogue, this may only be able to happen incre-
mentally, little by little. We have a nation qftalkers but not a nation of

listeners. If dialogue is going to be genuine, it’s going to be small.”

Holly Sidford, Lila Wallace Readers Digest Fund

Pre- and post-presentation dialogue often is used to help audiences grapple with the complexi-
ty of a civic issue or the challenging aesthetics of a work. Dialogue activities held prior to the
presentation of the work, such as the “Gatherings” held in advance of the St. John Passion, may be
geared to deepen audience members’ aesthetic experience as well as to discuss historical and
social background that can enhance understanding of an issue. Pre-presentation dialogue may
offer a common ground from which people can share the artistic experience. Post-presentation
discussion, as with the Intiman Theatre’s special Twilight program, also often expands under-

standing of the artwork and the issue.
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Common Factors in
Effective Arts-hased Civic Dialogue

xperienced planners of dialogue activities have learned that a knowledge of con-

text, skill in designing and facilitating dialogue, and an understanding of obstacles

that prevent people from engaging in dialogue are all critical to this work. Those

projects that effectively incorporate civic dialogue appear to consider, first and

foremost, the unique qualities of the artist and dynamics of the community. Artists

and cultural institutions also recognize that there may already be a “river of dia-

logue” taking place within a community about a particular issue and that their own

efforts to engage people can occur at any stage of public discussion. The impor-
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One of 10 hanners from the Echoes of the Heart Project created by
Chicago residents with artist Olivia Gude to discuss issues of race and
neighborhood. A Catholic-based antiracism group provided leadership
on the project (see Appendix A-13). Photo Chicago Public Art Group.
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tance of understanding the history of dialogue on an issue within a communi-

ty helps to ensure the integrity of goals, relationships, and credibility for
new dialogue efforts. Artists and cultural institutions cited a number of
other common practices key to achieving quality civic dialogue,

including:

Neutral and “safe” space in which people feel comfortable
enough to engage in difficult discussion is important: To
create “safe space for unsafe ideas,” the Walker Art Center film
department has experimented with a variety of programs and
discussion formats, ranging from social gatherings with a
food focus to collaborative youth projects in the community.
Some projects have used spaces other than arts institutions.
The Oregon Bach Festival and the Los Angeles Festival’s
Sacred Landmarks program demonstrated that religious
facilities are perceived as safe spaces for volatile issues. In
two projects—the Crown Heights History Project and the
Prejudice and Discrimination exhibit at the Chicago Children’s
Museum——children’s museums were identified as safe envi-
ronments for discussions following racial incidents. Neutral
spaces that are not viewed as politicized, such as libraries, have

been increasingly used for dialogue.

Engaging people in dialogue about issues and ideas can
be made easier and the quality of dialogue made deeper
when people are involved in the art-making process: When the

Liz Lerman Dance Exchange engages participants in movement and dance
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Civically engaged art
may be most successful when
it involves people in the issue

during its research stage, not only do participants tend to become more “dance liter-
ate,” but the quality of the dialogue on civic issues is often richer. Personal expression or fOpi( over time.

through art-making opens up personal and collective channels for a rich dialogue.

Meaningful dialogue depends on effective facilitation: Those dialogues
deemed substantive and transformative have deft guides who are able to create
a sense of trust, respect, and safety; make perceptive connections between the
art and the issue; assist participants to link personal experiences and universal
themes; and provide the type of welcome and orientation that encourage
audiences/participants to find a reason to engage in the dialogue in the first
place. Choice and preparation of facilitator are crucial. Some artists, cura-
tors/presenters, and cultural institution leaders are effective facilitators, but

in many cases, others may serve more effectively based on skill or knowledge.
Involving specialists who have an understanding of local context and issues

helps to ensure the depth and integrity of the discussion at any stage.

Although most arts-based civic dialogue projects are oriented to face-
to-face dialogue, some have used technology and the news media as

alternative venues: The anonymity offered by the Internet and other interac-
POV's broadcast of Girls Like Us, @ documentary film by

Jane C. Wagner and Tina DiFeliciantonio, addressed issues
themselves in a public forum. Artists and cultural institutions have used the news of parenting, sexuality, loss, and relationships through

tive technologies may be attractive to people who are uncomfortable expressing

media to extend public discourse beyond in-person participants and to build aware- POV's High Impact Media Campaign
ness about the issues. Artist Peggy Diggs enlisted the news media as a partner in (see Appendix A-16). Photo Vladimir Hartman.
advancing the communication goals of her Hartford Grandmothers Project at the Wadsworth

Atheneum. POV’s High Impact Media Campaign maximizes news media coverage through

feature stories, radio and television talk shows, and related reporting to build awareness

around the issue portrayed in its documentary broadcasts.

“There is some connection between projects that blow up and the issues
of audience preparation and evaluation. It begs the idea of an ongoing
series of presentations over time that helps to set context. Does the
ability to present programs over months or years mitigate against the

individual success or failure of particular events?”
Rebecca Leary-Safon, former performing arts director, Arts Festival of Atlanta
Frequent, varied, and sustained approaches to dialogue are considered important

to engage multiple perspectives on an issue, promote adequate focus, involve people
in various ways to accommodate differences, and over the long-term, establish an
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identity for the cultural institution as a place for civic dialogue: Civically engaged art
may be most successful when it involves people in the issue or topic over time. This may be
accomplished through thematic programming or residencies. Artist residencies—even repeated
residencies with the same artist—offer extended time in one place and the opportunity to build
relationships. Presenters commented that, although pressured by budgets and other factors to
continually move on to the next project, they nonetheless recognize the positive cumulative

effect of sustained attention on a given issue with particular artists.

To meet public expectations for continued dialogue, artists and cultural institutions
try to plan for how dialogue will continue, what support mechanisms exist to perpet-
uate it, and what their involvement will be. The Social and Public Art Resource Center,
with its long history of mural development in Los Angeles, has formally “rededicated” some of
its murals created years ago in an effort to reinvigorate civic dialogue. Issues such as gentrifica-
tion, which were addressed within the murals when they were created, are revisited in light of
what has transpired since then. In most institutions, however, demands of new projects and lim-
ited staff and funding resources typically prevent sustained dialogue. In addition, artists—espe-
cially those who have created work away from their home community—may depart and have

little to do with projects after they are completed.

“There is institutional pressure as a multicultural presenter that you
have to move on to something else. Sometimes you can’t.You hit on [an
issue| that no one has wanted to deal with. What is our responsibility to
artists and the people with whom we’ve started the dialogue? Who are
the partners to continue the work, to sustain the dialogue?”

Kim Chan, Washington (D.C.) Performing Arts Society

Arts and cultural organizations often need to realign internal philosophies and structures to sup-
port and sustain effective engagement in arts-based civic dialogue work. Much of this work
within institutions is the result of initiative by individuals within the institution as opposed to
sustained agencywide commitment. The implications for the whole institution of engaging in
this work may not be fully understood, nor sufficiently considered. Paradigm shifts in curatori-
al approach, from a primarily thesis-based academic approach to one that allows for multiple
viewpoints, should be considered. Marketing and education departments, too, may be inade-

quate or inappropriately prepared to conduct this work.

Partnerships with other groups have enabled cultural organizations to involve targeted partici-
pants, provide more comfortable venues for dialogue, tap expertise on a particular issue, and
offer ways to sustain dialogue beyond a single project. When the Intiman Theatre in Seattle pre-

sented Anna Deavere Smith’s Twilight, the theater first assembled a steering committee com-
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Partnerships with

other groups have enabled
posed of youth and adults from the school district; and members of the cultural orgunizutions to involve

police department, the business community, the Seattle Center Peace
Academy, and the Boeing Corporation. The committee helped to identi-
fy and invite participants for the daylong program, which culminated in

a performance of Twilight. Intiman organizers have credited such part-

targeted participants, provide more
comfortable venues for dialogue, tap
expertise on a particular issve, and

nerships as critical factors in the project’s success. OHer ways to sustain diulogue
beyond a single project.

The roles and expectations of cultural institutions, artists, and partner orga-

nizations need to be established and then continually assessed during the

course of a project. Arts-based civic dialogue projects evolve organically. This
demands a constant reassessment of roles and expectations. Clarifying conflicting
expectations and setting clearly defined parameters and outcomes need to occur at the

outset of the project, but may also need to be rethought as changes occur midstream.

Civic Considerations of the Work

s artists and cultural organizations seek to address civic concerns, the chal-
lenges of connecting their work to the civic realm have become apparent. Some

of the considerations they face include:

Many artists and institutions are wary of taking on leadership or
“ownership” of a civic issue. They recognize that others in the community
may be closer to an issue, or that they lack appropriate knowledge or expertise to advance dia-
logue, do not have the capacity to sustain a longer-term involvement, or do not wish to take a
particular position. For example, although choreographer Bill T. Jones has explored the subject
of AIDS and illness in his dance, as an artist he emphasizes the power of the work as dance and

resists a role as standard-bearer for the AIDS issue.

“Sometimes the naming of what we are doing can get in the way of
engaging the broadest range of participants.”

Martha McCoy, Study Circles Resource Center

Most cultural institutions see themselves as a catalyst or forum for dialogue, rather
than as advocate or agent for change. During the planning stage for the Shipyard Project, the
president of the Shipyard Association asked project director Jane Hirshberg to testify before the
Base Realignment and Closure Commission in support of the naval base. Hirshberg struggled
with this request because of her opposition to the war-oriented purpose of the shipyard and
because some in the local arts community questioned how the Music Hall could support a pro-

ject at the yard. The Music Hall board president thought that to be invited to testify in support
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of the base was recognition of the Music Hall as part of the broader community. In her final
assessment, Hirshberg realized her participation would not be a reflection of hers or the Music
Hall’s political position, but of what is important to and for the community. As a result of mak-
ing this public statement of support, the Shipyard Project gained support from people affiliated
with the shipyard.

Both cultural and dialogue-sponsoring organizations have been cautious about the
naming and framing of issues. Any label assigned to a project has the potential to encour-
age or discourage participation. For example, Bridging Eastern Parkway, the original title for the
Crown Heights History Project, was intensely resisted by Crown Heights residents who were not

yet interested in “joining together,” as the early title implied.

“You have to be willing to go out with a kernel of an idea and engage
in conversation about what could happen rather than a prescribed

program idea.”

Laura Penn, managing director, Intiman Theatre, Seattle

Many arts leaders believe that the framing of the issues should emerge from the project’s pub-
lic participants rather than be imposed by an outside entity. They observe that issues should be
framed to reflect local understanding and perceptions and should avoid jargonistic or “loaded”
language derived from specialized fields or national discourse. Most citizens involved in the
Study Circles Resource Center’s successful race relations dialogues in Lima, Ohio, for example,
did not consider themselves to be involved in a “civic dialogue,” nor did they view poet Maya
Angelou’s poetry reading at an event celebrating the community’s progress as an “arts-based

civic dialogue” opportunity.

Cynicism, negativism, and the demands of daily life prevent many from participating
in dialogue opportunities. Some issues are not perceived by the public as urgent because peo-
ple do not see themselves as directly affected by them. Social conditions, such as illiteracy or
race and class distinctions, can make active participation in conversation an elusive goal.
Individuals do not always have a clear perspective or the ability to articulate their point of view
on an issue. Deborah Tannen, noted author of The Argument Culture and other books about the
nature of communication, argues that habits of speech that are based on class, race, gender,

region, and history can sometimes severely limit one’s ability to get real meaning across.

Attracting the participation of diverse age, racial and ethnic, and socioeconomic
groups is a challenge. Arts leaders must have an understanding of obstacles to participation
and develop new efforts that transcend established audiences and marketing practices. The

Brooklyn Historical Society, for example, developed a joint project on new Chinese immigrants
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with the Museum of the Chinese in the Americas. When it held community meetings in the
evening in local libraries, only interested middle-class whites attended. The new immigrants the
society hoped to engage were too busy working seven days a week to have time to participate,
and only when discussions were held in Chinese restaurants at dinnertime was the organization

able to engage some members of this community.

An artwork or activity may not always provide a literal path to an issue or to dialogue
about an issue. Since it is sometimes difficult for people to move from an aesthetic experience
to a discussion, time to assimilate the work may be necessary. Interpretation, educational activ-
ities, and cumulative programming can all help people to make the transition from the art expe-

rience to the discussion.

Politically charged issues and differing politics can escalate an intended discussion
into a confrontation, rather than mitigate tensions. Organizations specializing in public
dialogue emphasize that civic dialogue is not about high-minded conversations and polite
exchanges. Conflict can be an appropriate and positive aspect of exchange. Its absence can mean
a lack of trust in the process or the facilitators, or that diverse perspectives have been exclud-
ed. A skilled facilitator can move “dangerous conversation” to productive deliberation in which

multiple perspectives are understood and respected.

“Civic dialogue does not necessarily mean civil dialogue.”

Wayne Winborne, National Conference
Tension may also occur when dialogue participants hold different expectations about where
dialogue will lead. A disenfranchised group may be tired of yet more talk without action, while

a privileged segment may be gratified by the “social or psychological capital” resulting from
dialogue.

There is potential for the art or resulting dialogue to cause controversy.

By its very nature, art has the power to elicit strong emotional reactions.

Unprepared audiences and participants may be unable to move beyond the A disenfranchised group
controversial and visceral impact of the art to a frame of mind in which may be tired of yel‘ more talk

focused dialogue can occur constructively. When Ron Athey presented his without (IC“OII, while a priv“eged

highly controversial performance art piece about AIDS at the Walker Art
Center, the audience was unable to move beyond the artist’s self-mutila-
tion, which was central to the performance. In hindsight, Marlena
Gonzales-Tamrong of the Walker agrees that more could have been done to

prepare audiences regarding the cultural ritual origins of this work.

segment may be gratified by the
“social or psychological capita
resulting from dialogue.

III
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“Should a public agency precipitate dialogue on any particular subject?
. .. I have suspicion that there is futility in attempting to set the

agenda for public dialogue. At best we can create safe environments.”

Jerry Allen,City of San Jose Office of Cultural Affairs

Cultural leaders need to prepare not only audiences but also funders and civic supporters for
potential controversy. As cultural leaders urge funders to increase their risk-taking threshold
and support civically engaged work, many have recognized the importance of providing sup-

porters with information that helps them to anticipate and respond to controversy.

The news media can help to advance or subvert public awareness and understanding
of arts and dialogue activities. Because the news media has a tendency to present an over-
simplified perspective, its portrayal can subvert public awareness of an issue by ignoring its
nuances or complexity. In addition, public attitudes toward the news media can serve to validate
or invalidate the credibility of an arts-based civic dialogue project. By contrast, the news media
has been successfully utilized as a partner to frame dialogue around an issue and to achieve
greater public access and impact. These types of activities are currently limited but have signifi-

cant potential for enhancing art and public discourse.

Aesthetic Considerations of the Work

his study has sought to explore the aesthetic considerations of arts-based civic
dialogue work as they exist within the full spectrum of civically engaged art, and
to examine the implications of linking art to civic dialogue. Four overarching

observations have been noted:

® Arts-based civic dialogue fosters innovation in the creation of new work as well as the
innovative presentation of works from the canon.

® The wide range of aesthetics and artistic approaches to this work opens the opportunity to
engage many different publics in civic dialogue.

® Civically engaged art requires a recognition of process as well as product as an aesthetic
dimension of the work.

® Current aesthetic criteria and definitions for civically engaged art are inadequate for
effectively communicating the multidimensional nature of the work.



Observations

Artistic innovation

Civically engaged work fosters the creation of new art as well as innovative presentation of
works from the canon. Kurt Jooss’ Green Table and Ibsen’s A Doll’s House (see Section II) and many
other historic works support the case that artistic innovation and works of enduring importance
result when artists explore social and civic issues. The choice by artists to connect their work to
the civic realm and, in particular, to communicate civic issues through their work has resulted
in significant contemporary works of art. In their own time, Fires in the Mirror and Twilight: Los
Angeles have received high critical acclaim. Mining the Museum won not only the American
Association of Museums’ highest award but is considered one of the most influential exhibitions

mounted by an artist and a historical museum in this century.

“We need to keep in mind the spontaneity of imagination. James Dickey
said, ‘While inventing a story about grass, I found a young horse deep

inside it If we focus too much on the subject, we may lose spontaneity.”

William Siemering, public media consultant

Aesthetic innovation occurs as artists seek to address civic issues and often as a
result of public dialogue built into the developmental stages of the creative
process. For example, choreographers such as Bill T. Jones, Liz Lerman,
and Donald Byrd have used text, video, and other media as a means for
layering social meaning into their choreographic work. Byrd acknowl-
edges that his efforts to address civic issues through his dance have
directly influenced his art-making and aesthetic. He further empha-

sizes the importance of artistic excellence in engaging audiences in
socially oriented art: “The artistic problem is to take a subject and

make it artistically engaging, expressive, but not so frightening that

the audience walks out ....The dancing was exquisite, which made

the subject bearable.”

In their efforts to engage audiences and publics in civic issues, cura-
tors and presenters have also had to rethink their approaches to pro-
gramming works from the canon, both classical and modern. Often
such fresh approaches make available to audiences new or rediscovered
meaning derived from the social and historical context of the art. The

American Symphony Orchestra’s thematic Concerts with a Concept, for

example, provide in-depth historical contextual information about the musi-

cal selections grouped in a concert while drawing parallels to contemporary Performance of The Beast by Donald Byrd/The Group

issues. Through program notes and lively audience exchange with the conductor, (see Appendix A-29). Photo Chris Bennion.
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performers, and scholars, the meaning and aesthetic achievement of the music is enhanced for

audiences and, at the same time, awareness of contemporary issues is heightened.

Participants in the study concurred that civically engaged work is stronger aesthetically when it
creates the opportunity for personal interpretation of content and meaning. The most powerful
art has great suggestive power. It employs metaphor and shades of meaning that elicit multiple
interpretations. These qualities are as key to the success of civically engaged art as they are to
other genres. Artists and presenters believe that, as interest in arts-based civic dialogue grows,
creators and organizers should not lose sight of the essential role of metaphor in achieving aes-
thetic and dialogue goals. They express concern that art may become overly didactic or literal as

it seeks to address civic issues.

53

Public expectations about aesthetic form may be challenged by unfamiliar styles and new
Artists and genres, which could discredit the message and/or create obstacles to dialogue. Many types

of work challenge the public’s understanding of what art is, and some post-modern art-

presenters helieve that,
as interest in arts-based civic

dialogue grows, creators and Varone Company created a new dance, A Momentary Order, (see Appendix A-26) aimed
°r90“iler$ ShOUId not IOSE Sight °f to help local Franco-American residents reclaim a cultural identity repressed by years
the essential role of metuphor of discrimination and assimilation. Their artistic approach was to transform the local

in qchieving aesthetic and  culture through the filter of their own aesthetics into something new—not a repro-

work has proven particularly challenging. In a residency in Lewiston, Maine, presented
jointly by the Bates College Dance Festival and LA (Lewiston-Auburn) Arts, the Doug

diulogue gO(IIS. duction. Ironically, some residents were baffled by the company’s aesthetic and wished
the final dance work had shown a more direct connection to their French heritage. Since
this experience, Varone has incorporated pre- and post-performance discussions to help

audiences better connect to the form and content of his work.

Aesthetic range

The wide range of aesthetics and artistic approaches to this work opens the opportunity to
engage many different publics in civic dialogue. The coexisting Vietnam Memorials on the mall
in Washington, D.C., demonstrate in one glance two extremely different styles, each of which
has its proponents. Maya Lin’s minimalist wall and the figurative realism of Frederick Hart’s
soldiers represent not only the divergent aesthetics of their sculptors but the result of public

debate about what is an appropriate style and spirit for this prominent national monument.

“Together, these monuments represent a dialogue between our sublimi-
nal expectations about what public sculpture ought to be and a new
form of art, which is truly the art of our own time.”

Richard Andrews, former director of the Visual Arts Program
at the National Endowment for the Arts



Observations

Film festivals, such as the critically acclaimed Philadelphia Festival of World Cinema (see
Appendix A-22), underscore the effectiveness of programming that mixes documentary, exper-
imental, animated, and narrative genres around social themes in attracting and engaging audi-
ences. Likewise, the American Festival Project relies on a richly diverse core of performing
artists working in a variety of disciplines and forms to engage a wide range of communities in

festival activities and discussions.

Process and product

Because of the process orientation of much art-based civic dialogue work, an aesthetic exchange
takes place in which the public has an impact on the artwork, just as the artwork has an impact
on the public. When community involvement is integral to the creation of an artwork or the
development of a curatorial approach, artists and curators must determine the way they wish to
incorporate community input and aesthetic with their own vision and aesthetics. The public
voice might, in some cases, inform the final work, with the artist or curator maintaining
aesthetic control. Bill T. Jones, for example, retains his distinctive personal aesthetic, whether
he is creating alone or collaborating with community members, as in Still/Here (see Appendix
A-32). In other cases, the public is empowered to moderate the artwork. In directing Swamp
Gravy (see Appendix A-39), the community-based theater project addressing race relations in
rural Colquitt, Georgia, theater director Richard Owen Geer was challenged to respect other
aesthetic systems beyond the academic discipline’s to gain trust and to empower community

participants.

Those working in this arena advocate for a more integrative aesthetic language that considers the
social dimensions and the public engagement processes of the work. Traditional aesthetic theo-
ry emphasizes product and does not encompass the social goals and public engagement process-
es of civically oriented art. Jeff Kelley, in Mapping the Terrain, states, “Processes are metaphors.
They are powerful containers of meaning. You have to have people [critics] who can evaluate the

qualities of a process, just as they evaluate the qualities of a product.”

Critical standards and criteria

Evaluating arts-based civic dialogue requires new aesthetic standards, definitions, and criteria.
Most of the study’s advisors agreed that it is, in fact, possible to make sound judgment about the
aesthetic quality of civically engaged work. Some pointed out, though, that critics have taken the
easy way out—either failing to apply high standards or dismissing the work out of hand—and
have not been duly challenged by artists and cultural institutions. Others observed that less rig-
orous standards are sometimes applied in favor of giving new artists and new work a chance to

map new terrain.
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Those involved in this work believe that new criteria are necessary that consider the artwork in
its entirety and in its social contexts. Such criteria would value the processes of public engage-
ment central to this work as part of an aesthetic language. They view new criteria as important
to providing a framework that will facilitate description and discourse about the work, and also

to articulating standards by which to judge it.

Civic Impact

n January 1997, Seattle’s then-Mayor Norm Rice delivered his State of the City address.
In closing his speech, he referred to his participation in the event held in conjunction
with a performance at Seattle’s Intiman Theatre that brought together city youth, busi-
nesspeople, Boeing Company employees, and the police department to discuss racism

and violence:

Last year, I was deeply affected by the message of a brilliant woman who brought her remarkable play,
Twilight: Los Angeles, to Seattle. Through words and actions, Anna Deavere Smith endeavored to help a
nation find a new understanding of a defining time in our history. To help explore our feelings in the
wake of an unjust jury verdict in southern California, Smith held up a mirror to help us see our lives
and our community in a different light. The message was about the need for communities to communi-
cate and work together before difficult problems become crises. It was a powerful play that helped me see
our world a little differently.

Adpvisors to this study noted Seattle as a model city in which art and artists stimulate civic imag-
ination and civic concerns stimulate creative work. They attribute the capacity for art to capture
the public’s attention and to catalyze and advance public discourse, in large part, to this city’s
history of artists and cultural organizations, which have consistently addressed civic issues
through their work. Long-standing public art programs based in both city and county arts
commissions have introduced citizens to a wide range of aesthetics and civic issues, from land
reclamation, to class inequities, to Native American injustices. Intiman Theatre, and the theater
community as a whole, is noted for its topical work. In many ways, Seattle, with its mix of
artists, cultural institutions, and civic leaders, demonstrates a merging of civic and cultural
sensibilities that have prepared the public for enriched aesthetic experiences and a ready cultur-

al link to civic issues.

Many of the projects cited in this study illustrate the potential effects of arts-based civic dialogue
work. These effects can be characterized in terms of impact, first, on cultural institutions and

audiences; and second, on public discourse.



Observations

Impact on audiences and cultural institutions

An audience’s experience of the art itself can be enriched through exploration of civic issues. It
might be said that the ability for the public to draw meaning from the artistic experience is, in
part, a measure of success of civically engaged art. In talking about the Shipyard Project, Liz
Lerman describes the relationship between the community storytelling and dialogue activities

to her dance performances as setting the stage for meaningful connections to be made:

One qf the most powe{ful creative acts that human beings do is make connections. What will
make the audiencefee] excited is their ability to make a connection. .... There are many clues in a
Dance Exchange performance to which you can connect. If people don’t make any connection whatso-

ever, that’s when they go away saying, ‘I don’t get it.

Citizens and community leaders may also change their perceptions of cultural institutions as the
latter address civic concerns, serve as conveners, and partner with other civic organizations.
Projects that genuinely address civic concerns can help to build trust between a cultural institu-
tion and segments of the community. Many arts presenters within colleges and universities have
positioned themselves outside the academic boundaries of the university and as active civic part-
ners through the American Festival Project and other presenting models. Artist residencies and
performances that address civic concerns by engaging local people and organizations have
enabled such relationships to be built. The effect of the Mining the Museum exhibition on the
Maryland Historical Society in terms of building trust with the local African American audi-

ence was noted previously.

Art that stimulates civic dialogue can enhance relations between people within a com-

munity. Sustained efforts by cultural organizations, such as those of the Social and .
Public Art Resource Center in Los Angeles, have realized this potential as has the The ﬂb"“Y

Swamp Gravy theater project. Due, in part, to its extended nature, Swamp Gravy has for the pllbli( to
restored a degraded local cultural identity through a process of ongoing dialogue draw me(ming from

and art-making. The project’s humanistic effect of healing long-internalized his-  the artistic experie“ce iS,
torical conflicts and separations has been recognized by other communities that

in part, a measure of success
of civically engaged art.

have adopted the model, and by the Georgia legislature, which proclaimed it the
state’s official folklife play.
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Impact on civic dialogue

Both arts and civic dialogue leaders have observed that the arts can create conditions that are
conducive to productive civic dialogue. They cite the arts’ ability to attract new people to par-
ticipate, foster face-to-face exchange, and provide a nonthreatening context that can help to

defuse and depolarize heated debate.

In broadest terms, cultural institutions expand the variety and number of settings in which civic
dialogue can occur. More particularly, though, the arts create public space for dialogue about
civic issues where it may not otherwise exist. Such was the case in the Chicago neighborhood of
West Town, which suffered the range of urban problems, including gang activity. Video artist
Inigo Manglano-Ovalle aimed to transform and reclaim a neighborhood street through a video
project called Tele-Vecindario, a component of the Culture in Action public art project mounted
by Sculpture Chicago. Yearlong work with neighborhood youth and adults culmi-

nated in A Street LevelVideo Block Party, an event encompassing one residen-

tial street, 75 video monitors, four rival gangs, and an audience of

more than 1,000. The event, and the activities leading up to it,

enabled a face-to-face exchange that had previously seemed too

risky for neighborhood residents.

Art can attract new people to discussions of civic issues.
It can jointly engage audiences typically separated by
economic, social, educational, and cultural differ-
ences. The creative process involved in rehearsing and
performing the play, Swamp Gravy, offered communi-

ty residents an intimate opportunity to get to know
their neighbors and created an environment in
which blacks and whites, who had not interacted
with each other for generations, found common
ground in their stories. The Hartford Grandmother’s
Project, the Crown Heights History Project, and others
have demonstrated how art can bring new partici-

pants to civic dialogue by validating previously disen-

franchised voices; transcending the limits of language

Tele-Vecindario, by artist Inigo Manglano-Ovalle, within “Culture in Action,” Sculpture Chicago. through emotional, visceral, and sensory qualities; and

Photo, Antonio Perez

humanizing an issue through the portrayal of both the

individual and universal human condition.
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“A funder’s need for accountability requires applicants to manage and to
anticipate outcomes. Our ability to let something happen accidentally or

spontaneously is lost.”

Neill Archer Roan, former director, Oregon Bach Festival

Rehearsing and

performing Swamp Gravy
The quality of dialogue is enhanced by bringing multiple perspectives to an issue. The creat ed an environment in whi Ch

integrity of planned dialogue rests on a commitment to allow multiple perspectives to
be voiced and considered. The arts bring a human perspective and mitigating effect to

conflicting opinions and promote an understanding of the human dimensions of civic

blacks and whites—who had not
interacted with each other for

issues. Martha McCoy observes in “Art for Democracy’s Sake,” (Public Art Review, ge“em“O“S—fOUHd common
fall /winter 1997): ground in their stories.

The effectiveness of raising alternative views for the purposes of supporting civic dialogue is fre-
quently related to an artwork’s capacity to generate empathy. . ... This observation is key to the work of
Anna Deavere Smith ....When an audience experiences her pe{formance, they enter—through her—

into a sense Qf what it would be like to be each person.”

Deavere Smith herself goes on to say, “Few people speak a language about race that is not their
own. If more of us could actually speak from another point of view, like speaking another lan-
guage, we could accelerate the flow of ideas.” Through consideration of multiple perspectives,
presentation of works like Deavere Smith’s, paired with dialogue opportunities, can illuminate

the complex and multidimensional nature of civic issues.

“We don’t have a seismometer that measures the effect of public debate.”

Jerry Allen, City of San Jose Office of Cultural Affairs

Cultural institutions, by helping to sustain attention on civic issues, can contribute to extended
public discourse. The Shipyard, Swamp Gravy, GreatWall, (see Appendix A-8) and other long-term
projects demonstrate this capacity. In tandem with other community organizations, there is even
greater potential. In Hartford, Connecticut, the Wadsworth Atheneum has not been alone in
addressing the city’s issue of inner-city violence. In addition to the Atheneum’s Grandmothers
Project and the Manhole Cover Project, Real Arts Ways, an alternative multiarts center, has mount-
ed public art projects by Carl Pope and by Pepon Osorio on the same issue. While neither insti-
tution claims a central role in advancing public discourse, their combined efforts, and the
media’s extension of their work into an even broader public realm, makes their presence impor-

tant to sustained public discourse on inner-city violence.
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The arts bring a human
perspective and mitigating
effect to Conﬂitﬁng OPiHiOHS “How do you get the institution to evaluate challenging new directions
and promote an ““dersmndi“g objectively? When they don’t work there is a tendency to want to gloss
of the human dimensions  over in order to justify doing more. There is little room for experimen-
of civic issues. tation and failure.”

Andrea Miller-Keller, Wadsworth Atheneum

Challenges in evaluating civic impact

While anecdotal evidence strongly suggests that artists and cultural institutions can be potent
contributors to public discourse, there is a recognized lack of serious, outcome-based evalua-
tion. Some study participants agreed that it is important to begin to track outcomes with for-
mal methodology. Yet, many questioned the validity of measurable outcome-based evaluation in
this realm of work, particularly because the intention is not to promote policy change but,

instead, to increase society’s capacity to engage difficult, complex issues.
The problem of identifying and evaluating civic impacts poses multiple challenges.

It is difficult, if not sometimes impossible, to predetermine explicit outcomes of arts-
based civic dialogue work, given the variables and dynamics of human exchange

and civic context. Trustees and funders are concerned that arts-based civic dia-

logue projects identify clear goals and outcomes at the outset to establish

benchmarks by which to evaluate the success of a project. Many pro-

ject organizers have found it impossible to predict outcomes

because projects evolve organically and are often intangible.

The long-term nature of many projects poses chal-
lenges in evaluating outcomes. There may be several end-
points to a project at which different outcomes could be
assessed—for example, at the creation of the artwork, or
five years after its presentation, when residual effects
become apparent. In many cases, outcomes may not be evi-
dent for a long time. In addition, cultural institutions may
define their role in certain projects or as a general principle

as convener or catalyst, and not necessarily for the duration

of a particular arts-based civic dialogue effort. This suggests

Spectators view Carl Pope’s Silent Wishes, Unconscious Dreams and Prayers. . . Fulfilled, the merit of short-, mid-, and long-term objectives.
a public art work sponsored by Real Art Ways, Hartford (see Appendix A-9).
Photo John Groo.
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“Civic discourse as an outcome is long-term, subtle, and immeasurable.

Long-term personalized change is what civic discourse is all about.”

Elaine Gurian, museum consultant

Methods of assessing outcomes have been primarily informal.

Evidence of outcomes have been largely based on anecdotes,

There is a need for feasible models
of tracking and assessing outcomes.

“cavesdropping,” or observations of continuing or related

activity and dialogue carried on by others in the communi-

ty. In hindsight, Shipyard Project director Jane Hirshberg

sees that opportunities to collect qualitative data were
missed. In planning the project again, she would col-
lect at the outset more baseline information from
community people regarding attitudes and under-
standings, and then ask again later to assess
changes. Years after working on the Great Wall
murals in Los Angeles, young people, now
grown, come back to tell SPARC (Social and
Public Art Resource Center) leader Judith

Baca how important that experience was for

them. An interracial marriage, according to

Baca, is an indicator that an attitude change

has taken place. But such evidence is elusive;
“unmeasurable,” according to Baca. “We have
not been able to claim our victories.” There is
a need for feasible models of tracking and

assessing outcomes.

Top: Artistic director Judith F. Baca leading field discussion with youth assistants on the Great Wall of Los Angeles.
Above: Detail, “Vision to Voice,” Great Wall of Los Angeles, Division of the Barrios and Chavez Ravine, 1976-1983.
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Opportunities for Advancing
Arts-based Civic Dialogue Work
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ur scan of the field reveals that a rich array of innovative activity has
emerged among both artists and cultural institutions, surfacing in vibrant
but isolated pockets within various arts disciplines. As well, growing public
awareness and efforts by organizations devoted to the humanities and to
civic dialogue, such as libraries, have helped to create an environment con-
ducive to this activity. Despite its energy and promise, however, this emer-
gent field faces a number of challenges that require a creative response.

Among these, the following are key:

While vital arts-based civic dialogue work is under way in many quarters, activity tends to be
isolated and confined within particular arts disciplines. As a consequence, there are few oppor-
tunities for counterparts in various disciplines to inform each other of innovations, draw on dif-
fering perspectives in discussions of best practices, or act together to advance recognition of the
work. The value of discussion and analysis of planning, programming, dialogue, and evaluation

practices is critical to advancing the quality and impact of efforts.

Much arts-based civic dialogue, and most criticism of the work, has evolved without an under-
standing of historic precedents, related writing, and scholarship; or of comparable contempo-
rary activity, except perhaps within specific disciplines. New research and writing that enriches
current perspectives on historical and contemporary activity and fosters greater awareness of
the established traditions of arts and civic dialogue in other cultures and societies might inform

work in this country.

Many institutions that engage in arts-based civic dialogue find that it challenges traditional staff
structures and assumptions about audience development, public education, and outreach, as
well as artistic production and curatorial decision-making. The effort is largely the result of ini-
tiative by individuals within the institution as opposed to sustained agencywide commitment.
The implications for the whole institution of engaging in this work may not be fully understood
nor sufficiently considered. Few models are available to guide organizational leaders as they pro-
ceed by trial and error, and there are limited opportunities to apply the lessons they have learned

to benefit others.

Within the field’s existing infrastructure, there are few structures and limited resources for nur-
turing the projects of independent artists and curators who may be without an institutional affil-
iation during the early stages of an arts-based civic dialogue initiative. Likewise, there are few
venues in which to frame the type of cross-disciplinary collaboration and experimentation

among cultural institutions, as well as with civic dialogue leaders, that would help to spur



Opportunities

What can arts leaders,

greater achievement. Cultural organizations can help artists to make connections SChOI(II'S, pllbli( policymukers,
within a community, provide administrative support, and play a key role in design-  ¢cjvic diqlogue orgq“izersl

ing and/ or facilitating dialogue activities in conjunction with artistic presentations, and funders do now to address

commissions, and residencies.

An informal body of knowledge exists within certain arts disciplines concerning the

principles, skills, and methodologies that contribute to successful arts-based civic dia-

logue work. That knowledge has not made its way into the professional training pro-

grams that shape young artists, however, and there are few venues at which practicing

artists and leaders of arts institutions can access that expertise. Proficiencies can be devel-
oped. A combination of strong traditional art training and training in the methods and politics of

community-based work is viewed as important.

Existing aesthetic standards, terminology, and models for critical analysis and evaluation rarely
recognize the unique features of civically engaged art and often are inadequate for communi-
cating the multidimensional, process-oriented nature of the work. In addition, as with the iso-
lation evident in creative work, the few critics, authors, and publications active in this area tend

to address a limited audience within specific disciplines.

Focused opportunity for critical writing and discussion about the aesthetic dimensions of civi-
cally engaged art is needed. The importance of new criteria lies not only in facilitating descrip-
tion and discourse about the work, but also in defining standards by which to evaluate it and

allow it its rightful place in the critical review of contemporary art.

In many societies, there is a long and respected tradition of artists and cultural leaders exercis-
ing leadership on important civic issues. In the U.S., however, despite a growing body of arts-
based civic dialogue work, artists and cultural leaders often are viewed as qualified solely to

address arts-specific issues and concerns and are not included among civic leaders.

Artists who have provided artistic leadership in this arena have received limited public recogni-
tion for their artistic innovations and civic contributions. Increased public recognition of exem-
plary work may stimulate other artists, as well as cultural and civic institutions, to consider ways
that artists and their work can illuminate complex civic issues and promote more vital commu-

nication about them.

What can arts leaders, scholars, public policymakers, civic dialogue organizers, and funders do

now to address these challenges?

The study has identified several opportunities for targeted actions that could build on important
efforts to date and exercise a timely, invigorating impact to decisively advance this valuable work.

these challenges?
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Exchange and knowledge-building: Encourage strategic opportunities and help to create
the necessary mechanisms for artists, curators, and institutional leaders to convene across
disciplines, and with other civic dialogue leaders, so that they may share innovations, study
methodologies, and build understanding about the philosophical, aesthetic, and practical aspects
of arts-based civic dialogue, including methods of evaluating its impact. Link convening efforts

to established discipline-based networks and annual gatherings.

Documentation and scholarship: Document and disseminate current program models and
methodologies. Support scholarly research and writing from many vantage points—art, histo-
ry, sociology, cultural anthropology—to enhance understanding about the historical precedents
and global contexts of arts-based civic dialogue and locate it within meaningful intellectual and

critical spheres.

Institutional capacity-building: Commission case studies that illustrate the organizational
capacities needed to implement arts-based civic dialogue. Identify and communicate best
practices for strategies to realign organizational mission, policy, structure, and practice to
support this work most effectively. Provide targeted support for key groups positioned to refine

innovative organizational systems whose example can inform practices in the broader field.

Innovation and collaboration: Develop laboratories in which the artistic initiatives of inde-
pendent artists and curators— both those concerned with rethinking works from the canon as
well as those creating new work—can be strengthened. Encourage key opportunities for cross-
disciplinary efforts, exploration of new programming approaches, and collaborations among
cultural institutions and civic dialogue organizations that demonstrate new ways to advance the

aesthetic and social achievement of arts-based civic dialogue work.

Training and professional development: Assist arts training programs at the undergraduate
and graduate levels to experiment with enhanced curricula that will enable young artists to inte-
grate development of civic dialogue skills with aesthetic competencies. Help establish defined
opportunities—institutes, workshops, symposia—through which artists, curators, and institu-

tional leaders may advance their skills and learn from each other.

Communication and criticism: Foster cross-disciplinary efforts among field leaders to devel-
op a vocabulary for communicating about arts-based civic dialogue work. Stimulate informed
analysis, interpretation, and discussion about the work among critics and journalists, including
those within the arts as well as other domains. Link this criticism to publications that address

broad audiences as well as those that speak to the field of contemporary arts.



Recognition and public awareness: Establish national awards that would draw attention to
those artists and cultural institutions that have demonstrated leadership and innovation in the
emerging arts-based civic dialogue field. Promote the award program widely as a means by

which to increase public understanding of the role of artists and cultural institutions in civic life.

In sum, the current moment represents a critical juncture for the
arts-based civic dialogue field: There is increasing recognition of
the importance of dialogue to democracys; a lively array of artistic
activity and aesthetic innovations are nourishing dialogue on a
wide range of critical issues; there is growing institutional interest
in this arena; and a clearer picture of the accomplishments,
promise, and needs of this field and its leaders has begun to take
shape. Taken together, these trends signal an important opportuni-
ty to strengthen and invigorate critical aspects of America’s civic
and aesthetic life. It is a timely moment to bolster the position of
artists, curators, and cultural institutions whose imagination has
proved a potent force in animating democracy through the arts

and civic dialogue.

Opportunities
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Overview:Museums

useums encompass a wide range of public and privately supported institutions. Whereas a decade
ago, few museums addressed civic issues through their cultural activities, in recent years, an increas-
ing number have done so. This study considered primarily art, history, and ethnically specific muse-
ums; however, some children’s, science, natural history, and city museums proved relevant because

of their deliberate arts-based civic dialogue efforts.

A redefinition of the role of museums in society occurred, in large part, as a result of the 1992
report, Excellence and Equity: Education and the Public Dimension of Museums, published by the American Association of
Museums. It pointed the way for museums to expand their role as educational and public service institutions, especially
with regard to culturally diverse audiences. Pressure to abandon exclusively Eurocentric interpretations prompted two
pivotal Smithsonian conferences: Exhibiting Cultures: The Poetics and Politics of Museum Display (1988) and Museums and
Communities (1990). As a result, museums have been working to increase diversity and represent alternative perspectives
in their exhibitions and programming, Through this field-wide shift in perspective, a new definition of museums as insti-
tutions of public service and education has evolved to include the notions of exploration, study, observation, critical think-

ing, contemplation, and dialogue.

Certain controversial exhibitions incited public debate about civic issues or raised questions about the role of the muse-
um in engaging in these issues. The Whitney Museum’s 1994—95 exhibition, Black Male: Representations of Masculinity in
Contemporary American Art, was one. While it never intended to address social issues head on, the exhibition nonetheless
prompted substantial and passionate commentary in the media and informal discussion by museum visitors. With few for-
mal structures for dialogue in place, the show pointed to the need for museums to anticipate and plan opportunities for
constructive dialogue. Issues of contemporary cultural interpretation have highly politicized museum exhibitions such as
the Smithsonian’s 1995 Enola Gay exhibition. Rather than encourage public dialogue around this contentious historic sym-
bol, questions of how far the museum could go in presenting multiple and conflicting viewpoints dominated and instead

led to a self-censored exhibition that avoided offending anyone.

Larger, traditional art museums have been slower to develop meaningful relationships with communities than other types
such as history, ethnic, and community-based museums. An important reason is that the thesis-oriented approach to cura-
tion within art museums has not allowed for an easy shift toward dialogue, which includes providing for multiple view-
points. Curatorial training has been based in an academic tradition of scholarly analysis that presents a hypothesis and seeks
to defend a particular point of view. While civic issues have been addressed in art exhibitions, it is usually with an intel-
lectual focus on the issue and a basis in a singular point of view, rather than in the public’s relationship to the issue. Still
others eschew interpretive activity in general because it is believed to interfere with a direct, unmediated experience of
the work.

When they do occur, arts-based civic dialogue projects within museums often represent the initiative of progressive
curators or departments and may not reflect full institutional commitment. However, paradigm shifts within the museum
field are creating more fertile conditions for museums to foster such exchange. Museums increasingly view their role
as forum—a place for experimentation and debate—as opposed to solely a temple for the collection and preservation
of objects. New programmatic approaches including interdisciplinary programming of films, performances, and public
art, as well as partnerships with other institutions are employed to exercise this broader role. And innovations in museum

education have resulted in new models of interpretation, shifting from didactic to more inquiry-driven models.
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A-1. Memories of New York Chinatown

Museum of Chinese in the Americas
(formerly Chinatown History Museum), New York City

PFOiEd Description: The Museum of Chinese in the Americas has experimented with a wide range of community engage-
ment approaches for both research and public programming in an effort to document, reconstruct, and reclaim the histo-
ry of Chinatown. Issues of cultural representation, identity, and ethnic and racial relations have been explored. In 1990,

the organization’s founders began the process of planning what they call a “dialogue-driven museum.”

The 1991 Memories of New York Chinatown exhibition demonstrated the dialogic concept. The exhibition itself had various
stations or modules in which different types of dialogues took place: Timelines that could be added to, a genealogy/biog-
raphy database, and programs evoking group memories. Stations allowed visitors to discuss themes and details of the exhi-
bition; add their memories, photographs, documents, and personal memorabilia; help CHM staff locate collections and
people with whom to speak; and help staff listen to and learn from the visitors’ perspectives, interests, and needs toward

more effective future engagements with audiences.

Civic Engugement/ Dialogue: Additional public dialogue methods were used, including:
® Targeted segments of the Chinese American community collaborated with CHM in documenting the history of
Chinatown and reﬂecting upon their memories of it. Emphasis was placed on moving beyond empirical information to
deeper discussions of meaning. Methods used included:
Historical reunions cosponsored by the museum to address the need for people to reconnect with their past
and find meaning in their memories. Former students of P.S. 23 in Chinatown, for example, were reunited.
Family history and genealogy workshops
Films, videos, and slide shows dealing with aspects of the exhibition themes were shown to invited constituent
groups. Presentations were intended to stimulate conversation about issues of mutual concern and interest.
® Targeted segments of the non-Chinese community collaborated with CHM in documenting and reflecting upon their
perceptions of and experiences with Chinatown (e.g., Italian Americans who attended P.S. 23).

® Chinese and non-Chinese interested in pursuing historical exploration (students, volunteers, contributors) were trained
in museum skills to help document and interpret community history.

The museum notes that the dialogue-driven approach necessitates reshaping traditional structures and operations of muse-
ums in three ways: a) an interdepartmental approach is required with joint planning and communication among archivists,
curators, and public programs; b) more time and money is required for collaboration within the museum and with the

public; and c) follow-up is needed once lines of communication are opened with various segments of the public.

Information Sources: Kuo Wei Tchen, John. “Creating a Dialogic Museum: The Chinatown History Museum Experiment,”
Museums and Communities: The Politics of Public Culture. ed. by Ivan Karp, Christine Mullen Kreamer, Steven D. Lavine.
Washington, D.C.: Smithsonian Institution, 1992, p. 285-326.
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A-2. Crown Heights History Project
Brooklyn Historical Society, Brooklyn Children’s Museum, Society for the Preservation
of Weeksville and Bedford-Stuyvesant History, New York City

Project Description: The Crown Heights History Project (1994) combined exhibits and educational programs in an attempt to
foster better relations and intercultural understanding among the African American, Caribbean American, and Lubavitch
communities in the Crown Heights section of Brooklyn, New York. The project was developed in response to long-sim-
mering interracial and inter-ethnic tensions brought to a head by a violent interracial incident in 1991. The Crown Heights

History Project was developed to facilitate dialogue and understanding between the communities.

The project was a collaboration among three organizations. Through an exhibit of photographs, oral histories, and arti-
facts, The Brooklyn Historical Society traced the history of the three main groups in the community and illustrated how
the media can overreact and distort the representation of a community. The Brooklyn Children’s Museum exhibit pre-
sented a positive view of the multicultural community from a child’s point of view. The Society for the Preservation of
Weeksville and Bedford-Stuyvesant History exhibit examined how and why people came to Crown Heights, tracing the

population from the time of migration from Africa to the present.

Civic Engugement / Diulogue: The project’s Community Advisory Committee, comprising representatives of different
groups, met with project directors every few months. Project directors identified community residents with the help of
neighborhood leaders who had also provided oral histories and objects for display in the exhibitions. This process laid the
groundwork for the type of communication the project aimed to encourage. Community residents were solicited for their
ideas about the community’s history and invited to suggest the kinds of community structures that might be developed to
bring about greater long-term harmony and stability. Panels and discussions with public audiences accompanied the
exhibits.

Information Sources: Ford Foundation grant summary; Cassedy O’Donnell, Susannah. “Making Peace in Crown Heights,”
Museum News, July/August 1994.

A-3. Hartford Grandmothers’ Project
Peggy Diggs, artist; Wadsworth Atheneum, Hartford, Connecticut

Proied Description: The Wadsworth Atheneum invited artist Peggy Diggs, whose work addresses issues of domestic vio-
lence, to develop a public art project in conjunction with a museum exhibition tracing 