SCPA 543/4 BB  (COURSE PACK – 6pp attached) 

February 12, 2009   1pm-7:30pm  

The Arts for Social Change & Community Economic Development 

with Norman Nawrocki 

School of Community and Public Affairs, Concordia University, 

Community Economic Development Program  

   

                     

COURSE OUTLINE 

   This course will examine how 'the arts' can be used to help work towards meaningful social change within a community development context. 

   We will explore existing dominant perceptions of contemporary arts and culture in daily life and see how we can transcend them to develop a daring new consciousness around the value of collective creativity that will help inspire ourselves, our communities, and stimulate social change. 

   The course will provide an overview of various forms of socially challenging artistic expression - both historical and current, local and international -  and help participants begin to imagine how to incorporate similar approaches in their own work. Participants will learn how 'community-based arts,' especially 'activist community art,' can transform shared dreams, hopes and spirit into art that serves as a voice and a force for that community.  Through a series of small group exercises, participants will also experience first-hand the unexpected power of shared creativity. 

    Participants will be evaluated on their classroom participation and their post-class, written assignment applying course ideas to a community organizing project.

BY WAY OF INTRODUCTION

   The late American author Susan Sontag wrote about art's 'incantatory, magical power.’ The radical American theatre group, The Living Theatre, say they perform street theatre 'to initiate and provoke a dialogue.' They call the street 'this great, mystical venue that belongs to everybody, that belongs to nobody.' Vermont's Bread & Puppet theatre say they use a 'puppet parade' as a political art form, as 'a live interruption of everyday public life, a means of speaking out in a political fashion in ways which mass communicated media cannot or will not do.’   

   Shunning traditional theatre venues, early performances of the Teatro Campesino, (formed during the Mexican-American Farmworkers' Movement) were held at picket lines, on dirt roads of migrant camps and at union halls, created by, for and with Chicano farmworkers, incorporating folkloric material, aiming 'to affirm an alternative social vision, relying on a distinctly Chicano aesthetic.' They evolved as a theatre group and developed ‘a body of ideas, relationships and  symbols that we can offer as catalysts for social-change movements.’
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     Montréal’s ‘agit pop’ group Rhythm Activism, used cabaret humour and music to create shows aimed at welfare recipients. As one community organizer said: ‘ The shows helped explain in simple terms basic rights for people on welfare who before, couldn’t understand the information we were trying to give them.’ 

   If, as writer Claire Peeps says the activist's job is 'largely the building of social capital, the grassroots networks that enable people to move information and ideas to a broader audience, and  ultimately to make change happen,' and artist/activist Jan Cohen-Cruz believes 'the community artist's work entails the actual shaping of information and ideas, images and feelings for and with a known audience,' can we bring these two visions, these two players, artists and activists together to create effective activist community art and encourage even more artist-activists and activists who will support the arts? • 

ADVANCE PREPARATION FOR THIS COURSE  (3 sections) :

A. Before class, visit and read the on-line references below

B. Write down your answers to the questions below

C. Participants are encouraged to bring to class:

1. A small piece of 'art' that has meaning for  you (either a book, a poem, a photo,  a painting, a handicraft, a CD,  a sculpture, a poster, a song, etc.) ;

2. A short list of politically or socially engaged artists who inspire you; think musicians, painters, sculptors, poets, dancers, film makers, weavers, web-page designers, actors; 

3. Comfortable clothes and shoes for non-strenuous, creative, physical activity;                                                                              
4. A singing voice, a musical instrument, a costume, mask, wig, pieces of bright fabric, kitchen utensils, noisemakers, etc. to use as accessories for a musical theatre piece; 

5. Any materials for making ‘visual art’  (cardboard, large sheets of paper, string, magic markers, sissors, tape, etc.)
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B. Before class, take time to think about the role of  ‘the arts’ in your everyday life 

and jot down short answers to the following:

1. How do you experience 'art' (corporate, traditional, fine, folk,  political, etc.)

  within your home, community, place of work, on the street?

2. What kind of 'ARt' inspires / moves / marks you, makes you smile, laugh?

3.  Do you listen to / watch / have a taste for certain corporate culture / art? Why?

4. What distinguishes good / bad / effective art?

5. How does 'Art as dialogue' work?   

6. Have you ever been involved in any ‘creative resistance’ or watched others

    use the arts for social change  on TV, on-line, in the street?

ART WEB SITES to visit BEFORE THE CLASS Feb 12, 2009

Visit at least 2 sites in each of the 3 sections below,

then read the attached article, ‘Community-based art for social change.’

1. COMMUNITY-BASED ART

• Community Walls /Community Voices

http://www.creativecommunities.ca/project/project.php?ProjectID=4

• Walls of Change, Downtown Eastside of Vancouver

http://www.creativecommunities.ca/project/project.php?ProjectID=17

•  The Public Dreams Society

http://www.creativecommunities.ca/project/project.php?ProjectID=14

 
• Community-based Art for Social Change
http://www.communityarts.net/readingroom/archivefiles/1999/10/communitybased.php

 • Cultura para Todos: Colombian Community Arts... and politics

http://www.communityarts.net/readingroom/archivefiles/2007/01/cultura_para_to.php
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2. ACTIVIST COMMUNITY ART

• Rhythm Activism’s ‘Community Cabarets’

http://www.nothingness.org/music/rhythm/en/html/bands/ra.html
"The circus, as entertaining as it is, is primarily an organizing tool, a way of reaching out to those who don't belong to organized groups. The local community hall bursting at the seams...features a disproportionate number of single moms and scads of children." 

- The Globe and Mail 

• Social and Public Art Resource Centre

http://www.sparcmurals.org/sparcone/
• Adbusters: Culturejammers headquarters

http://www.adbusters.org/home/

• Bread and Puppet Theatre

http://www.breadandpuppet.org/

3. ART FOR SOCIAL CHANGE

• Artists Network of Refuse & Resist!

http://artists.refuseandresist.org/index.html
• Media & Art Activism 

 http://www.wsu.edu/~amerstu/pop/activism.html

• Drawing Resistance - travelling art show

http://www.drawingresistance.org/
•Axis of Justice – American social justice music organization

http://www.axisofjustice.org/mission.htm                                 

• Art Threat

http://artthreat.net/

• The Talking Mural

http://nooneisillegal-montreal.blogspot.com/2008/12/no-one-is-illegal-radio-november-2008.html
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Community-based Art for Social Change * 
By Kathie deNobriga and Mat Schwarzman 

Community-based art is creative expression that emerges from communities of  people working together to improve their individual and collective circumstances.    Community-based art involves a wide range of social contexts and definitions, and includes an understanding of "communities" that includes not only geographical    places, but also groups of people identified with historical or ethnic traditions, or dedicated to a particular belief or spirit.
Those who identify themselves as community-based artists are concerned with the ways art can function within many different types of public arenas, including community development, corrections, education, intergenerational communication, aging, the environment, healthcare, technology, politics, disability, conflict resolution, community regeneration, cultural citizenship and more. They are    working in all media, in all disciplines, in all locations. They can be found in traditional galleries, theaters, museums and centers of higher learning, as well as hospitals, unions, community centers, prisons, community-based organizing    groups, wilderness areas, youth organizations and juvenile halls, and public schools. 
They are committed to bringing the arts to bear on the widest possible range of social conditions and challenges facing our communities. This includes, but is not limited to, issues of racism, sexism, homophobia, ageism, classism, ableism, and all forms of discrimination that systematically deny individuals' rights    and opportunities because of physical traits, family background or social identity.    These efforts seek to create social change at every level of society, from the    most "personal" to the most "political." 
At the heart of this social vision is a belief in cultural and creative expression  as a means to affecting deep and lasting social change. Laws may be altered, court decisions may be handed down, officials may be voted in and out of office--but    if the majority of the people do not believe in the possibility and the rightness of their/our common cause, nothing authentic or long-lasting will be changed.    This is where art, artists and artist educators play an essential role. If we want freedom, we must promote free expression. If we want equity, we must have    equal access and support in expressing ourselves. If we want respect and love and beauty among us and all our many communities, we must actively and systematically promote it through our art and through our teaching of others. Teaching, in    this sense, becomes a political act, a conscious effort to build a movement    of people prepared to facilitate and participate in social change. 
Community art is by its nature dialectical. It is an expression of both individual and group identity. All creative expression, no matter how "original," is an expression of both individual and group life. In recognizing this, community art distinguishes itself from more conventional Western approaches in both vocabulary    and theoretical approach. Instead of being viewed as an isolated individual    genius, the artist (or artists) serves as a cultural catalyst, an integral part of a larger process of social intervention and transformation.  Through art, we can challenge many of our society's deepest-seated assumptions, such as the boundaries between self and other, "artist" and "non-artist," present  and past, male and female, young and old, "normal" and "abnormal." The community artist builds upon the power of artistic creation and expression to spark new  ideas and elicit new actions, both from people who participate in the creative    process and those who witness its results. Art can catalyze critical thinking, inspire individuals to work together, create visions, heal. This energy, in turn, helps catalyze, inspire and heal the community artist who facilities its  development.  * from the Community Arts Training (CAT) Directory, a list of individuals and organizations offering quality training in the field of community arts.  Original CAN/API publication: October 1999                                                                                                         /6
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SCHEDULE:  February 12/09 SCPA 543/4 BB  

1pm – 2pm

- Introduction - the power of play

- Personal Experiences (our original resources)

- Definitions: Community-based Art, Political Art, Activist Community Art

- Theoretical Concepts: Shaping information & ideas, images & feelings

- Principles:  Mutual Respect, Consensus, Inclusivity, Clarity

***   2pm- 2:15pm – BREAK  ***

2:15pm – 3:15pm 

- Physical explorations: Voice, Body, Keys, Coins & Cans

- Imaginative explorations: skill sharing & collective vision

- Artistic & Community Development expectations; Pre-requisites for action

- Exercise One: Groups get creative (10 min – one issue; many strategies)

- Group Presentations: Share applied creativity (3 min each group)

- Collective evaluation of process & results

3:15pm - 4pm

- Historical examples

- Contemporary practices, process & product

- Exercise Two: assigned just before lunch

***   4pm -5pm   Working dinner ***

- Eat, drink & work on Exercise Two, with an 'accidental audience'  (optional), on or off campus, and a notetaker;  everyone takes notes

5pm – 6:15pm

- Exercise Two Presentations

- Collective evaluation
*** 6:15pm – 6:30pm  BREAK *** 

6:30pm – 7:30pm

- Building bridges between artists, activists & the community

- Assessing, accessing other resources

- Post-class assignment: Your CED fantasies 

- Wrapup
