Democracy as
Creative Practice

WEAVING A CULTURE OF CIVIC LIFE

Edited by
TOM BORRUP and ANDREW ZITCER




DEMOCRACY AS CREATIVE
PRACTICE

Democracy as Creative Practice: Weaving a Culture of Civic Life offers arts-based
solutions to the threats to democracies around the world, practices that can foster
more just and equitable societies. Chapter authors are artists, activists, curators,
and teachers applying creative and cultural practices in deliberate efforts to build
democratic ways of working and interacting in their communities in a range of
countries including the United States, Australia, Portugal, Nepal, the United
Kingdom, and Canada. The book demonstrates how creativity is integrated
in place-based actions, aesthetic strategies, learning environments, and civic
processes. As long-time champions and observers of community-based creative
and cultural practices, editors Tom Borrup and Andrew Zitcer elucidate work that
not only responds to sociopolitical conditions but advances practice. They call on
artists, funders, cultural organizations, community groups, educational institutions,
government, and others to engage in and support this work that fosters a culture of
democracy.

This book is intended for undergraduate and graduate students in the humanities
and social sciences, activists, funders, and artists who seek to understand and effect
change on local and global scales to preserve, extend, and improve practices of
democracy.

Tom Borrup is Senior Lecturer and Director of Graduate Studies for the Arts
and Cultural Leadership and Civic Engagement Programs at the University of
Minnesota and a community and cultural planning consultant.

Andrew Zitcer is an associate professor at Drexel University in Philadelphia,
Pennsylvania, USA, where he directs the Urban Strategy graduate program.



The Community Development Research
and Practice Series

Series Editor:

Mark Brennan

Pennsylvania State University, USA

Editorial Board:

Norman Walzer

Northern Illinois University, USA
Jean Lonie

Tarleton State University, USA
Brad Olsen

University of California, Santa Cruz, USA
Sebastian Galindo

University of Florida, USA

Zach Wood

Seattle University, USA

Tanja Hernandez

Penn State University, USA

Other books in the series:

Rural Areas in Transition
Meeting Challenges & Making Opportunities
Norman Walzer

Community Development for Times of Crisis
Creating Caring Communities
Mark A. Brennan, Rhonda Phillips, Norman Walzer, and Brent D. Hales

Democracy as Creative Practice
Weaving a Culture of Civic Life
Tom Borrup and Andrew Zitcer

For more information about this series, please visit: https://www.routledge.com/Community-
Development-Research-and-Practice-Series/book-series/CDRP


https://www.routledge.com/Community-Development-Research-and-Practice-Series/book-series/CDRP
https://www.routledge.com/Community-Development-Research-and-Practice-Series/book-series/CDRP

DEMOCRACY AS
CREATIVE PRACTICE

Weaving a Culture of Civic Life

Edited by Tom Borrup and Andrew Zitcer

£} Routledge

& Taylor & Francis Group
NEW YORK AND LONDON



First published 2025
by Routledge
605 Third Avenue, New York, NY 10158

and by Routledge
4 Park Square, Milton Park, Abingdon, Oxon, OX14 4RN

Routledge is an imprint of the Taylor & Francis Group, an informa business

© 2025 selection and editorial matter, Tom Borrup and Andrew Zitcer;
individual chapters, the contributors

The right of Tom Borrup and Andrew Zitcer to be identified as the authors of the
editorial material, and of the authors for their individual chapters, has been asserted in
accordance with sections 77 and 78 of the Copyright, Designs and Patents Act 1988.

All rights reserved. No part of this book may be reprinted or reproduced or utilised in
any form or by any electronic, mechanical, or other means, now known or hereafter
invented, including photocopying and recording, or in any information storage or
retrieval system, without permission in writing from the publishers.

Trademark notice: Product or corporate names may be trademarks or registered
trademarks, and are used only for identification and explanation without intent
to infringe.

ISBN: 978-1-032-75873-2 (hbk)
ISBN: 978-1-032-75872-5 (pbk)
ISBN: 978-1-003-47599-6 (ebk)

DOI: 10.4324/9781003475996

Typeset in Times New Roman
by Apex CoVantage, LLC


https://doi.org/10.4324/9781003475996

CONTENTS

List of Contributors

Acknowledgements, Editors’ Notes, and Positionality

Foreword: Fast Forward From 1914 — A Historical Perspective
Maryo Gard Ewell

Introduction: The Unraveling of Democracy and
Reweaving Civic Life

PART ONE
Place-Based Actions

Introduction to Place-Based Actions: Following the Thread
of Place-Based Actions
Jeremy Liu and John K. C. Liu

1 Repurposing Agricultural Infrastructure to Build Cultures
of Democracy in Rural Communities: A Case Study from
North-West Victoria
D’Arcy Molan, Katya Johanson, and Emily Potter

2 Lake Street Arts! — Creative Democracy in Practice
Meena Natarajan

Viii
Xii
XVi

19

21

26

38



vi Contents

3 How “Creative Recovery” Stimulates a Culture of
Democracy: Case Studies of Post-Disaster Creativity
in Rural Australia 49
Anna Kennedy-Borissow

4 Democracy as Demonstration: A Lifelong, Dreamed of, Home 63
Kirsten Kaschock and Rachel Wenrick

PART TWO
Aesthetic Strategies 75

Introduction to Aesthetic Strategies: Remaking Worlds and
Ourselves: Aesthetic Strategies for a Culture of Democracy 77
Diane Ragsdale and Shannon Litzenberger

5 Co-Creating Democracy: Aesthetics in Action 84
Andrea Assaf

6 Braiding Comedy in Precarious Times: The Possibilities
and Pitfalls of Research Creation in the Settler
Colonial University 97
Heather McLean

7 Mediating Provisional Communities: The Production and
Management of Collaborative Arts Projects 107
Rui Gongalves Cepeda

PART THREE
Learning Environments 117

Introduction to Learning Environments: Learning and
Practice — Democracy in Action 119
Susan Badger Booth

8 Reflections on Doing Visual Politics: Photography,
Collaboration, and Creative Practice as Civil Action 123
Alan Hill, Kelly Hussey-Smith, Marnie Badham,
Shehab Uddin, and Sagar Chhetri

9 All the Relatives: Animating Stories of Democratic
Participation Through Speaking Out 135
Maria Asp and Sonja Kuftinec



10

11

Contents vii

The Ray of Hope Project and Women Composers
Festival: Reframing Narratives
Alika Hope and Penny Brandt

The Power of Storytelling: Practicing a Culture of
Democracy With Young Students
Kiyoko Motoyama Sims

PART FOUR
Civic Processes

12

13

14

15

16

Introduction to Civic Processes: Get With It: A Play of
Civic Processes
Roberto Bedoya

Democracy Is in the Making: Just Act’s Model for
Rehumanizing Community Engagement
Lisa Jo Epstein

Creating Our Next LA: Art Animating Powerful
Congregation-Based Campaigns for Justice
Karen Mack with Elizabeth Cho

Warm Cookies of the Revolution: A Case Study of
Democratic Culture Through the Framework of Civic Health
Vincent Russell

Civic Artists Reimagining Democracy

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

“The Most Optimistic Way I Have of Envisioning Our
Collective Future”

Bronwyn Mauldin and Artists 4 Democracy

Editors’ Summary and Conclusion

Index

145

154

165

167

172

187

199

210

220

231

235



CONTRIBUTORS

Artists 4 Democracy is an all-volunteer group that promotes democratic and
civic engagement by mobilizing artists and art students to get involved in political
action: artists4democracy.com.

Maria Asp is the Director of Community Outreach and Education with the
Speaking Out Collective in Minneapolis, Minnesota, USA.

Andrea Assaf, founding Artistic Director of Art2 Action based in the United States,
is a writer, theatre-maker, and cultural organizer. She has a master’s in performance
studies from New York University. Recognitions include: 2021 Best Experimental
Feature, Silk Road Film Awards Cannes; 2017 Freedom Plow Poetry & Activism
Finalist; and 2010 Princess Grace Award: Directing.

Marnie Badham is an artist-researcher focused on socially engaged art, partici-
patory methodologies, and the politics of cultural measurement. She is Associate
Professor at RMIT University, Australia.

Roberto Bedoya is the Cultural Affairs Manager for the City of Oakland,
California, USA.

Susan Badger Booth is a professor and program director of Arts Management and
Administration at Eastern Michigan University, USA. She serves on the editorial
board of the journal Artivate. As a Fulbright Scholar, Professor Booth taught at
Hongik University in Seoul South Korea.


http://artists4democracy.com

Contributors  ix

Tom Borrup is Senior Lecturer and Director of Graduate Studies for the Arts and
Cultural Leadership and Civic Engagement Programs at the University of Minne-
sota (USA) and a community and cultural planning consultant.

Penny Brandt (she/they) is Assistant Professor and Director of Arts Administration
at Wagner College, New York City, New York, USA and has previously written for
the American Journal of Arts Management and A Cultural History of Western Music.

Rui Goncalves Cepeda is an art critic, curator, manager, and cultural researcher.
His expertise crosses the fields occupied by arts and cultural management and
production, the market for and contemporary art theory, as well as social criticism
and participation, democracy, and epicure. He is based in London (England).

Sagar Chhetri is a photographer and educator living and working in Kathmandu,
Nepal. He is affiliated with photo.circle as the head of learning programs.

Elizabeth Cho is a cultural worker, artist, and current Partnerships Program Manager
at LA Commons, where she fosters partnerships to uplift local artists and creative
community engagement in Los Angeles, USA. Elizabeth received her BA from
Wellesley College, majoring in cinema and media studies and minoring in education.

Lisa Jo Epstein is Principal Artist-Facilitator-Educator and Consultant as well as
Presence-Based Leadership Coach at Just Act in Philadelphia, Pennsylvania, USA.

Maryo Gard Ewell, arts administrator and community arts development specialist
in Colorado (USA), is deeply interested in the patterns of community-based arts in
the United States, especially in rural communities.

Alan Hill is a photographer and lecturer in photography at the RMIT School of
Art, Melbourne, Australia, where he is Program Manager of the Bachelor of Arts
(Photography).

Alika Hope is the founder and CEO of The Ray of Hope Project based in Hart-
ford, Connecticut, USA. She has degrees from the University of Notre Dame (BA),
Columbia University (MA), and Cornell University (post-grad). She has won
a Gold Global Music Award and a Gold Presidential Volunteer Award. But her
favorite was receiving the Supermom Award from her children.

Kelly Hussey-Smith is Senior Lecturer in Photography in the RMIT School of Art
and co-lead of the Social Practice theme of Contemporary Art and Social Transfor-
mation (CAST) Research Group.



x Contributors

Katya Johanson is Professor of Audience Research and Associate Dean, Creative
Humanities at Edith Cowan University, Perth, Australia. She is a co-editor of the
Routledge Companion to Audiences and the Performing Arts.

Kirsten Kaschock has been a member of Writers Room in Philadelphia, Pennsylva-
nia, USA, since 2015 and is the author of five poetry books and a novel.

Anna Kennedy-Borissow is an early career researcher at the University of
Melbourne, Australia, with a background in arts management and theater practice.

Sonja Kuftinec is Professor of Theater at the University of Minnesota and Board
President of Speaking Out Collective, Minneapolis, Minnesota, USA.

Shannon Litzenberger (MA, Toronto, Canada) is an award-winning dance artist,
embodiment facilitator, and experienced cultural leader working at the intersection
of art, ideas, and transformational change. She works frequently across corporate,
academic, and social benefit spaces, animating embodied practices of ensemble
creation toward aims of relational leadership, collective wellbeing, and inclusive
culture-making.

Jeremy Liu is a US-based artist, community builder, and real estate developer
investing in transformative projects, places, people, and ideas through Creative
Development Partners. He co-edited the Federal Reserve Bank of San Francisco
Community Development Innovation Review journal issue, “Transforming Com-
munity Development Through Arts and Culture,” and is a contributing author to
the Routledge Handbook of Placemaking.

John K. C. Liu is an architect and community planner based in Taiwan, teaching and
practicing participatory design and planning with over 40 years of working experi-
ence in Asia and the United States.

Amanda Lovelee is a civic artist, government change-maker and co-founder of
CAIR Lab (USA).

Karen Mack founded LA Commons in 2003 to leverage the power of arts and cul-
ture to empower individuals, build connections and develop communities. The South
LA-based nonprofit implements a range of programs from murals to festivals to tours
and beyond, reflecting the unique character of LA’s diverse neighborhoods (USA).

Bronwyn Mauldin is Los Angeles, California, USA based a writer, zine maker, arts
researcher, and founding editor of the Artists 4 Democracy newsletter.

Heather McLean (she/her) is Assistant Professor in Environmental Studies and
Human Geography at Athabasca University. As an intersectional feminist scholar,



Contributors  xi

she is currently practicing community engaged arts-based research to investigate
climate crisis and mutual aid in so-called rural British Columbia.

D’Arcy Molan is an artist from Natimuk, Australia, and works as a Research Assis-
tant at Deakin University, Melbourne, Australia.

Meena Natarajan is Co-Artistic and Executive Director of Pangea World Theater
in Minneapolis, Minnesota, USA. She is a playwright and director.

Emily Potter is Professor of Writing and Literature at Deakin University in Victoria,
Australia. Her most recent book is Writing Belonging at the Millennium: Notes
from the Field of Settler Colonial Place. She is co-convenor of the Shadow Places
Network and co-editor of the Journal of Australian Studies.

Mallory Rukhsana Nezam is a co-founder of CAIR Lab & Founding Principal at
Justice + Joy based in St. Louis, MO.

Diane Ragsdale, MFA, is Director of the MA Creative Leadership at Minneapolis
College of Art and Design in Minnesota, USA and Coeditor of Artivate: A Journal
of Entrepreneurship in the Arts. She held previous appointments in academia, phi-
lanthropy, and as a leader of two arts organizations, and she does freelance work as
a speaker, writer, consultant, and, early in her career, theatermaker.

Vincent Russell is Assistant Professor in the Department of Communication at
Western Carolina University, USA.

Kiyoko Motoyama Sims is an Adjunct Faculty member at Augsburg University
and College of Continuing and Professional Studies at the University of Minnesota
(USA) as well as a teaching artist at Upstream Arts.

Johanna K. Taylor is a cultural policy researcher, arts administrator, and co-founder
of CAIR Lab based at Arizona State University, Phoenix, Arizona, USA.

Shehab Uddin is a visual artist, educator, and documentary photographer. He is
Programme Director, Higher Degree Research, at Pathshala South Asian Media
Institute in Dhaka, Bangladesh.

Rachel Wenrick is the founding director of Writers Room and executive director for
arts and civic innovation at Drexel University, Philadelphia, Pennsylvania, USA.

Andrew Zitcer is Associate Professor at Drexel University in Philadelphia,
Pennsylvania, USA, where he directs the Urban Strategy graduate program.



ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS, EDITORS’
NOTES, AND POSITIONALITY

The editors would first like to acknowledge that, as cisgender white men and citi-
zens of the United States, we have benefited from the theft of lands from Indig-
enous peoples and the genocidal and exploitative policies of colonial and US
governments and other actors. Further, we acknowledge the taking of people from
Africa by these same actors; people forced into brutal slavery for over 200 years to
build the economy and infrastructure of the United States upon which our comfort-
able lives, livelihoods, and communities now stand. Extraction and misuse of natu-
ral resources from these lands and others around the world — from which we have
also benefited — have led to untold natural disasters and human strife still unfolding
across the globe in new and devastating ways.

Motivated by the higher ideals of democracy and human rights, and by a multi-
tude of threats against those ideals, this book turns to hopeful progressive practices
that we argue can improve and sustain daily lives and build more just and inclusive
institutions of democracy.

We’d like to thank those most responsible for this book: the authors of the chap-
ters, foreword, and section introductions. Not only have they shared intelligent and
compelling reflections, but in their careers have devised, championed, studied, and
participated in creative cultural practices that address social and community heal-
ing and contribute to practices of democracy in daily life as well as in explicitly
political arenas. Without their generous contributions of time and experience, this
book would not exist. We also acknowledge their work is built on decades and
more of similar practices that have been under-recognized. This is partly because
they challenge institutions of white privilege, hierarchical structures, and extrac-
tive economies and cultural practices. We celebrate enduring contributions to the
advancement of this work, not only by artists, but by colleagues including Don
Adams, Caron Atlas, Dudley Cocke, Jan Cohen-Cruz, Arlene Goldbard, Pam
Korza, Barbara Schaffer Bacon, and others.



Acknowledgements, Editors’ Notes, and Positionality  xiii

A special note of remembrance for Diane Ragsdale, whose elegant words grace
these pages. She died suddenly and unexpectedly in her home at age 57 during the
final preparation of this manuscript. Her long and enduring contributions to the
field are valued.

The book contains the voices of 37 individual writers and, while diverse and
from multiple countries, many voices are not included. Limitations of space and,
in some cases, lack of compensation available for artists and independent writers
made it impossible for some potential authors to devote the time. We regret these
limitations while taking pride in the voices and ideas we are able to bring forward.

As you will read in our individual discussions of our backgrounds and moti-
vations, the ideas in this book come from decades of experiences working with,
observing, and valuing the work of artist-activists, artist-teachers, artist-leaders,
artist-thinkers, artist-scholars, and other artists who not only generate light from
darkness but do so together with others to illuminate and spread joy, honesty,
beauty, understanding, empathy, and action.

In addition to the writers, we also acknowledge the contributions of many who
gave support, ideas, and encouragement, including: Kiley Arroyo, Caron Atlas,
Barbara Schaffer Bacon, Melissa Bond, Anuja Bose, Aaron Javsicas, Theresa Jor-
dan, Pam Korza, David O’Fallon, Gyonggu Shin; with Routledge, Kate Schell,
Francesca Ford, Adhilakshmi Parasuraman, and Selena Hostetler; and numerous
anonymous reviewers who provided critical feedback and encouragement.

Throughout this book, the terms “citizen” and “citizenship” occasionally appear
generally referring to the empowered and active roles people take in their com-
munities. Given long histories of disenfranchisement in various countries, growing
numbers of migrants — including those fleeing climate and political crises, search-
ing for safe havens and new homes — lack the legal status of “citizen” in most coun-
tries where they seek refuge. The word “citizen” can thus exclude many people.
That is certainly not the intent of the authors or editors.

Andrew’s Positionality

A longtime resident of West Philadelphia, I take inspiration from the neighbor-
hoods’ unique geography, renowned for artistic and cultural expression, racial and
economic diversity, and a progressive political orientation. The presence of wealthy
residents also means ongoing gentrification and studentification. At the same time,
West Philadelphia struggles with urban problems, including educational inequality,
access to quality jobs, gun violence, housing instability, and income inequality.
My personal and intellectual history is inseparable from the story of these neigh-
borhoods. As an undergraduate at the University of Pennsylvania, I helped con-
ceive of the Rotunda, a community arts center designed to bring together campus
and community. Housed in a former church at the western edge of Penn’s cam-
pus, the Rotunda hosts thousands of patrons per year and serves as a community
gathering place for the promotion of arts and culture. The Rotunda hosts impor-
tant community meetings, film festivals, folkloric performance series, free jazz



xiv Acknowledgements, Editors’ Notes, and Positionality

improvisation, hip-hop open mics, puppetry, and so much more. Penn subsidizes
the Rotunda out of its real estate budget (it is the equivalent of a rounding error in
a very large pot of money), so virtually all of the events are free to the public. For
several years, I oversaw the work of the Rotunda from its first live events. Working
for Penn after graduating with a bachelor’s degree, I took on the title of Cultural
Asset Manager, and in this capacity helped expand community cultural offerings
along the 40th Street corridor, including an art gallery and an artist in residency
program, through 2008. These programs have proven durable; all of them still exist
in some form today.

In the early 2000s, I began to study urban planning, curious about the inter-
sections between arts and community development. This academic trajectory ulti-
mately led to a PhD in urban planning and public policy from Rutgers University,
and a faculty position at West Philadelphia’s own Drexel University, where I pres-
ently direct the Urban Strategy masters program, which I helped to found and for
which I helped write the curriculum.

Over the years, I have benefited richly from my work with Philadelphia cultural
institutions, including the Paul Robeson House (Robeson’s last residence before
his death), Headlong Dance Theater, the Calvary Center for Culture and Com-
munity, and Kol Tzedek Synagogue. These organizations and the other projects
I have undertaken have taught me the value of cooperation, culture, community,
and democracy, for which I am so grateful.

Tom’s Positionality

Many threads throughout my life have led me to the ideas and the work described
in this book. A distinct turn took place in 2017, when I was invited to give a key-
note address at an Urban Design Forum in Gwangju, South Korea. The forum’s
theme was Putting Culture and Humanity in Urban Design. Prior to this time,
I knew nothing of the tragic and powerful history of Gwangju in the movement
for democracy in South Korea. As I learned more, it seemed fitting to integrate
democracy into my talk. I had been working with ideas around aesthetic justice in
urban design and thought I might incorporate ideas around aesthetic democracy as
an approach to working toward aesthetic justice, leading me to think more about
how practices of democracy manifest in many professional arenas.

Social activism and creative expression were intuitive for me from a young age.
During political turbulence in the United States in the late 1960s, I rallied friends in
high school to publish “underground newspapers.” My 1970s college experiences
involved social activist video, film, and radio at Goddard College, a small non-
traditional school inspired by the ideas of John Dewey. Subsequently, I involved
myself in public access television, food cooperatives, and experimenting as edi-
tor of a weekly small-town newspaper as a platform for community engagement.
Beginning in 1980, and for 22 years, I led a nonprofit community arts center in
Minneapolis focused initially on media arts. As it grew, Intermedia Arts took on a



Acknowledgements, Editors’ Notes, and Positionality xv

wide range of cultural and creative forms. During this time ideas around cultural
democracy caught my interest as I actively participated in national networks of
media and social change artists and organizations, including the work of Animat-
ing Democracy. From the mid-1980s I was active in city politics and neighborhood
organizing through asset-based community development practices.

During the 20 years since leaving Intermedia Arts, I worked in community
and cultural planning often with artists to facilitate dialogue and engage people
in co-creation activities. While straddling the arts and community development
worlds, I found an enormous gulf between these professions regardless of how
much they shared similar values and goals. In response, and to try to build greater
collaboration and synergy, in 2006 I published The Creative Community Builder's
Handbook: How to Transform Communities Using Local Assets, Arts, and Culture.
Seeing a lack of deep understanding and appreciation of the varieties and nuances
of human cultures in city planning practices, I published The Power of Culture
in City Planning in 2021. Similarly, as motivation for this book, it was clear that
creative and cultural practices are not often aligned with other efforts to build more
robust and equitable democracies, and I believe greater synergy can and must be
built to benefit from the valuable contributions artists can bring.



FOREWORD: FAST FORWARD
FROM 1914 — A HISTORICAL
PERSPECTIVE

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

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

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

(Creel, 1914, p. 495)

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

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

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

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

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

(Scheuer, 1985)

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

(Gale, 1914)

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

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

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

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

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

* In time of social stasis: to activate

* In time of germination: to invent fertile new forms

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

* In time of despair: to give hope

» In time of silence: to sing out

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

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

Maryo Gard Ewell
Gunnison, Colorada, USA
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INTRODUCTION

The Unraveling of Democracy and
Reweaving Civic Life

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

A related and less visible global force threatening democracy is neoliberalism.
Wendy Brown in Undoing the Demos (2015) describes neoliberalism as “a peculiar
form of reason that configures all aspects of existence in economic terms [that] is



