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Summary Document – Art as the Currency of Activism, Workshop at the World Social Forum:  January 18, 2004

The following is a retrospective document summarizing some of the key ideas generated at the “Art as the Currency of Activism” workshop held on January 18, 2004 in Mumbai, India as part of the World Social Forum.  This summary attempts to capture the broad strokes of the discussion and it is hoped that those who took part may contribute further to the discussion by either posting responses on the “Believe” website and/or by providing an update of their activities in the last two months.

Creative Tactics

At the soul of any artistic program aimed at creating social change is the spark of creativity.  An audience needs to be convinced – there needs to be an exchange that is meaningful for the observer to internalize the message or to respond to it in his/her daily life.  Many examples of innovative ideas to change public attitudes were raised in discussion as relating to global anti-war and anti-capitalist movements.  Two examples raised came from Canada: 1) Adbusters’ black dot campaign; and 2) peace taxis as part of an all-day peace event last year in Toronto, Canada.

Adbusters is an anti-corporatist magazine, established in 1988 by Vancouver, Canada resident Kalle Lasn.  Lasn is founder of the Adbusters Media Foundation and Culture Jammers – http://www.culturejammers.org .  The “black dot” campaign is an innovative example of the power of symbol.  Under this campaign, the black dot targets corporate monoliths in a negative media campaign.  Effectively, by placing a black dot on  corporate advertisement, Adbusters attempts to sensitize its audience to the offensive consumerism or unsustainable practices of the target corporation.  While Adbusters shines with brilliance in anti-corporate media campaigns, it also holds a somewhat self-righteous proliferation of what constitutes the “true Left”.  This has led to some finger pointing within the anti-corporatist social movement regarding the sustainability of certain Adbusters campaigns. (see for example an article recently written in Toronto’s Now Magazine, re: the anti-brand shoe campaign - http://www.nowtoronto.com/issues/2004-02-19/news_story4.php ) Regardless of some of the politics of Adbusters’s campaigns, it is clear that its corporate media attack is creative and effective.

The concept of  “peace taxis” was also raised as an example of integrating the message of peace into daily life.  In Toronto last year, a day of mobilization and action against the Iraq War was chosen in which big name Canadian artists performed to a huge public audience.  One delegate explained that for the occasion, some local taxi drivers decorated their vehicles with peace slogans.  Much as in Canada (and North America generally) corporate advertisement pervades every aspect of public life, this was an opportunity for a social message to be put in plain view of the general public thereby literally confronting the audience with the global reality of war and the urgency of the peace message.  

The above two examples involve the mainstreaming of anti-corporatist and anti-war ideas.  However, it was also argued that the process of mainstreaming art in the sense of trying to disseminate a message to the broadest spectrum of society may inhibit the creative potential of art.  That is, art that looks for a particular niche or receptiveness within a mass media culture, for example, has already set parameters on its form and substance based on the general trends/ proclivities within the mainstream.  The discussion held no rebuttal of this critique of “mainstreaming art”, but rather, it was agreed that both exoteric and esoteric forms of art have their utility in creating social change.  While there was a tendency within the discussion to recognize the significance of art’s engagement with the mainstream of the population to produce effective social change, it was not argued that this should the necessary or sole focus of activist art.

Problems of Inclusiveness 

One of the central themes of the administration of the World Social Forum has been that of inclusiveness of different voices.
  In the Art and Social Activism session, the question of inclusiveness was also raised as it related to the challenge of the message of social movements being covered in the media.  In particular, the point was raised that in India there are domestic problems of state control of media apparatuses and the selective or poor dissemination of messages against communalism and sectarian tendencies.  This point was also echoed by a delegate from Spain.  To be sure, given what was seen in the lead up to the most recent election in Spain, state control of the media is definitely problematic.

The delegates canvassed ideas of how to circumvent the blockage of media coverage on certain key issues on the agenda of the anti-war movement and other social movements.  One suggestion was raised that music can be used as a catalyst for media coverage.  As was demonstrated during the WSF itself, music is a transcendent language that has certain commonalities in all cultures.  Even where the beat and the language are different – the rhythm and movement can be understood at a spiritual level.
  Where music can be linked with a message of social change, the resulting effect mobilizes people.  In this way, both the mobilization of people and the phenomenon of music in itself and as a tool for social change are attractive sound bites for the media.  

Why Art and Activism?

A theme of discussion underlying the workshop and also its title was the relationship of art and activism.  It was raised by one of the delegates that a pitfall of  artistic messages of social change was that the target audience was “the converted”.  That is, those who are truly enamored by the tone and substance of politically subversive art are those who are already subversive – the message being out of the grasp or interest of the rest of society.  In response, it was raised that the reality of preaching to the converted, while not an insuperable phenomenon, is not necessarily a bad thing.  Art is needed – as one delegate put it “…a celebration is needed of the things that should be celebrated…” and things that should be resisted.  Accordingly, activist art provides a forum for inspiring people within communities of activists to do what they do.  In other words, there is a rejuvenating effect of art for some activists, while there is an important spiritual and ideological orientation that it provides to others.

Subversive Art

One of the themes canvassed in the discussion paper was that of the role of subversive art in social movements.  In discussion, the point was raised that a focus upon institutional methods of mainstreaming art can really derogate from the simplicity of an informal (non-institutional) and even anonymous art work.  In this regard, a delegate from Pakistan related an interesting anecdote where he himself was involved in anonymously producing paintings in public spaces.  The paintings evoked reactions of curiosity and mystery – there was no slogan or text attached to his paintings; however, there was both an intellectual and esthetic curiosity that was created in his work.  Art, for the sake of art, and its importance in the daily lives of people, therefore, can be advanced without any institutional infrastructure.  (In the case at hand, the art supplies were donated by the artist’s teacher).  The importance of non-conformist, non-rules based art was certainly a theme that was articulated by some of the delegates.  This form of expression was advocated not only as an important tool for social movements, but also for promoting artistic integrity and preserving the freedom of the artist to create on his/her own terms.  It was also suggested that the anonymity of the work of art adds to its esthetic by removing from it a frame of reference.

While the “anonymous artist” made his public paintings with technical proficiency, the broader question of technical or formal skill required to be an artist was scrutinized in discussion.  To this end, one delegate related an interesting anecdote of observing the art in posters that had been ripped from public walls.  In one such example, she indicated that the face of a well known film actress was preserved from being ripped off a wall to the exclusion of everything else.  This act of omission – in a performative way – was viewed as artistic despite the fact that it did not involve technical skills conventionally associated with art and artistry.  It was observed that the line between artists and non-artists is blurred in this context, where daily, commonplace actions can have an uncommon or artistic effect.  Similar to the “anonymous artist”, the preservation of the film actress’s image was identifiable as a deliberate action, but its creator was unknown.

Internet as an activist tool

An interesting debate took place around the question of the role of the internet in political activism generally.  The discussion on this point did not specifically deal with activist art, but the application to activist art can be extrapolated therefrom.  Some examples were raised of “internet activism” wherein the internet was used as a tool by social movements.  One such example referred to the “Yes Men” in the United States who registered through the internet for some high level conference of the International Labour Organization, which they proceeded to infiltrate and capture on video for advancing their cause.  

One strand of the discussion suggested that activists (and activist artists) need to be physically present “on the streets”.  That is, there needs to be a local manifestation of activism that is palpable and immediate.  That social movements are felt by the pressure of numbers and the assembly of critical masses of people, objects and physical depictions of symbols.  There was a recognition of the usability of the internet as a tool for activists; however, it was argued that it is a tool that is not available for everyone and therefore possesses some inherent limitations.

A different perspective was advanced by the delegate representing the independent media group from Barcelona.
  According to him, the dictum of thinking globally and acting locally is precisely the paradigm of the internet, but that there should be no dichotomy between the virtual international linkages conceptually binding activists and the local manifestation of action.  This view advocated an integrated perspective whereby the virtual or cyberconnections between activists were a concrete part of whatever local  action that would be undertaken.  That is, cyberlife and quotidian life should be truly integrated to constitute a whole plane of action and existence.  

Connecting through Art

It was also suggested that art can be a means of connecting with people and through these connections that it can be used as a tool to educate.  Artists, as one delegate maintained, have a social responsibility to educate.  Art is a powerful tool, which can reveal different worlds.  The artist chooses a medium, whether through film (or music, dance, etc.) through which she can engage with her audience.  Through art, one can build coalitions.  Indeed, this was one of the objectives of the delegates from Movement in Motion who were in attendance from New York city.  The group planned to shoot a documentary at the WSF exploring the artistic expressions of people from different countries.  

Peace Education

One delegate, who had worked in Washington DC with a non profit organization, One Common Unity, and had taken up an assignment in India, stressed the need for peace education.  He spoke of an integrated approach whereby peace education could be used to transform society.  He also presented a book which he had self-published containing chronicles of his travels around the United States, his poetry and his illustrations.  His approach spoke of a spiritual journey to trust in oneself and to trust in people in order to understand the world and to challenge those structures that are antithetical to peace and development.  

Urgent Action

A final comment was made by an artist from the Bay area in San Fransisco, California.  He said: “You have to rule break in order to move forward – you have to act in the moment to have stuff happen.”  

This comment was a profound ending to a stimulating conversation, which is presumably still taking place in various corners of the world.  The last comment in a way speaks to the importance of versatility and adaptability of approach in developing a strategy for resistance -  that sometimes spontaneous tactics are needed.  The fact that people had assembled in India from all around the world demonstrates the deep recognition and importance of spiritual solidarity for social movements and for artists within this context.  However, this solidarity does not mean that a consequent groupthink should ensue.  

Risks need to be taken.  Creative and innovative tactics are needed to produce alternatives to the monolithic engine of growth and development.  Undeterred by the living ruins left in the wake of the catastrophic failure of continuing political, social and economic systems, people and governments continuously attempt to reinvigorate “the model”.  It is time for change.  Although we all know it, some of us haven’t realized it yet.  And so, the challenge remains to transform our strategies of resistance into the architecture of alternative and sustainable plans for living.

Believe in a strategy of resistance. 

� An excellent site discussing the politics of the World Social Forum can be found at “Open Democray” � HYPERLINK "http://opendemocracy.net/home/index.jsp" ��http://opendemocracy.net/home/index.jsp� .


� Edward Said, who was a music afficianado and pianist, near the end of his life looked towards bridging cultural difference through music. He wrote a book exploring this principle with Argentinian-based Jewish composer, Daniel Barenboim. (see: D. Barenboim and E. Said.  Parallels and Paradoxes:  Explorations in Music and Society, (New York:  Pantheon Books, 2002).


� This discussion was further elaborated by the Barcelona based media group Enxarxa.net at the January 20, 2004 WSF session on Internet and Transformation of Political Activism.





