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Art as Obligation and Opportunityi 
The current “United Nations Guidelines on Safer Cities” take a new and welcome people-

centered approach to improving urban life. Until recently, safety was generally understood as 
security and pursued in top-down strategies of policing and infrastructure. The visual effect of 
the new document adds participatory arts to the agenda for urban safety; but there is yet no 
verbal link between art-making and safety. The Guidelines show pictures of collective arts that 
reduce violence but don’t comment on what the arts do for safety. A brightly painted barrio,ii 
graffiti murals, hip hop singers, break dancers, and a gender balanced drumming band all appear 
as decoration, it seems, rather than illustration.iii This is a costly blind spot. 

 

It is a curable oversight, if we focus on what participatory arts do and ask why arts work to make 
cities safer. Entertainment is different from art; it can be enjoyed passively.iv But the dynamic 
youth who will build or ravage our cities either actively participate in civic life or they reject it.v 
And rejection can lead to violence, which simmers during the lockdown and has already 
exploded in the United States after police brutality. Our opportunity and obligation is to redirect 
youthful energy – we cannot extinguish it – toward art-making. Policing and punishment alone 
have not worked well, nor has single-minded investment in infrastructure. 

A people-centered approach can close the short circuit between high investments and low 
results, through cost-effective investments in art. Why? A short answer is that the arts can 
include everyone.vi For our purposes, let us prefer the definition of art as the process of making 
and thinking about non-violent interventions in materials and practices. Another definition of art 
would favor a focus on products to be collected or otherwise consumed. vii But recognizing art as 



process shows how participation and inclusion go together. This connection between 
participation and inclusion structures UNESCO’s broad-based program in arts education and 
entrepreneurship, “Towards 2030: Creativity Matters for Sustainable Development.”viii 

Who is an artist and who an interpreter? Potentially all of us, to follow Friedrich Schiller 
who wrote Letters on the Aesthetic Education of Man in 1794. That was during the Terror of the 
French Revolution. Its shock value at the time was perhaps greater than our current pandemic 
and social upheavals. Slyly, he asks, whether art may be an untimely topic for violent times. His 
answer is bold and compelling: Without art nothing changes. Humanity spirals into more 
violence, death, and despair.ix Art is the name of change itself. It rejects inherited paradigms and 
it dares to experiment with new arrangements. If social science understands culture as a system 
of shared beliefs and practices – Raymond Williams observed in Keywords – artists and 
humanists understand culture differently. It is confrontation with paradigms.x Schiller’s 
passionate call to action is to outsmart violence by breaking from habit and using frustration as a 
fuel to make something new, a surprise move, an unexpected creation that gives the maker a 
sense of autonomy and that stops the enemy in his tracks. This is trial and error – the way science 
works. And Schiller counts on our natural faculty to be creative. We have a drive to play, a 
Spieltrieb in his newly minted word.  

When we recognize the human condition as creative – which is evident precisely in 
under-resourced areas where people recycle and make-do – art is understood as a vital activity in 
which we all participate. Framing creativity as everyday resourcefulness to alter materials and 
relationships acknowledges the dignity of all people. Dignity follows from making, because the 
artist is not a victim. Artists know that they have options and that they make decisions, even 
inside difficult constraints. This sense of autonomy and freedom within constraints is basic to 
citizenship. People feel proud of their creations and they respect beautiful things that others 
make. “Beauty was acting like a guardsman,” Mayor Edi Rama knew, “where municipal police, 
or the state itself, were missing.”xi He invited citizens to deliberate about color and design to 
paint bright colors over old grey buildings. Even beautiful patrimonies of art, architecture, and 
monuments are there to be used. They offer historical continuity with precious urban spaces that 
link the past with the future. During the present COVID19 restrictions on movement, digital 
programing has bought these sites of cultural heritage to an expanded virtual public.xii  

Making autonomous choices through artistic practice channels the frustrations that many 
young people feel in our overcrowded and under-resourced neighborhoods. Through art they can 
provoke and criticize in non-violent ways. “Symbolic violence” is another name for art and a 
pathway around the real thing. Knowing that one has options in the process of making art is also 
a route beyond feeling emotionally stuck, a predicament typical of trauma.xiii Art therapy is an 
almost redundant concept. We can therefore promote safer cities through social inclusion, 
healing, and development, by recognizing all people as potential artists and co-creators. 

Vanguards: 

There are good examples of participatory arts as practices that co-construct safer cities. 
Think of Antanas Mockus who was elected Mayor of Bogotá when many people had given up on 
the violent and chaotic capital of Colombia. How did he respond in 1995 when his Secretary of 



Culture said that there was nothing to be done, that it was time to bring out the clowns? Mockus 
took the jab like an artist, as a joke, with intentional naïveté. Clowns, he replied, was a good 
idea. He hired 20 pantomime artists to replace 20 corrupt traffic police. The results were 
hilarious at the expense of rule breakers, so pedestrians and drivers came to recognize traffic 
lights and cross-walks as props for public performance.  

 

When traffic deaths reduced by over 50% in the first year, the “yes we can” spirit went 
after drug traffickers too. Over the Mayor’s two terms in office, homicides dropped by 70% and 
tax income tripled to finance infrastructure and education. Citizens on the public streets learned 
to be active stakeholders of their city, not passive or resentful wards.  

Another Latin American leader of broad based participatory art is musician Gilberto Gil, 
Brazil’s Minister of Culture from 2003 -2008. He pioneered “Pontos de cultura” that integrated 
local, national and global cultural policies.xiv Gil identified the creativity of everyday artists who 
generate social collectives and local pride to engage otherwise restless youth. Bottom up 
initiatives became the focus for top-down policies of inclusion and support. Municipal and 
regional grants for musicians, poets, painters, performers, etc., throughout the country were 
modest, but they came with substantial public recognition for participatory art as the pulse of the 
Brazilian people.  

An alternative approach to bottom up arts is the national program of classical music 
education in Venezuela. El Sistema opens up an elite tradition to invite in the country’s poorest 
children. Not all will be professional musicians, but they learn discipline and the pleasures of 
sounding good together, which prepares them for a range of occupations.xv Related to this project 
is the civic success of classical music played at the ground level in the newly invigorated opera 
culture of Palermo, Italy. Deputy Mayor Adham Darawsha leads arts-based social inclusion 
programs for new immigrants in the complicated city once infamous as Mafia headquarters. For 
example, a Children’s Chorus performs in the spectacular Massimo Opera House and in 
productions transported on wagons to play in formerly Mafia-infested districts of the city. 



 
Pontos de cultura at the grass roots and el Sistema along with opera in the streets. Both 

local and international arts achieve social inclusion and have become models for violence 
prevention.xvi These initiatives have a family resemblance to Franklin Roosevelt’s arts projects 
during the WPA recovery from the Great Depression, except that Roosevelt considered art a 
profession, not a human condition. Pragmatist John Dewey – Schiller’s disciple – had 
nevertheless counseled the president to connect the dots between art-making and civic education.  

Art as Education: 

Dewey knew that education is the key to social inclusion.  He also knew that education 
needed art. Except for the redistribution of wealth through good taxation policies – very difficult 
to achieve in most countries – education is the only leveler of social inequities, according to 
Thomas Piketty.xvii We have today an enormous opportunity for social inclusion if we articulate 
public education with general public policy through the arts. Humanist education includes 
creativity and interpretation. It deters crime, not only by training students in marketable 21st 
century skills, but also by promoting curiosity, judgment, enjoyment, and a love of the world.xviii 
As artists, students manipulate material without trashing it. As interpreters, they step back, 
reflect, listen, and communicate.xix The combination of engaging and reflecting is fundamental to 
active citizenship. John Dewey put the roles together to seal his argument in Art as Experience.xx 

Elite families often pay for creative, project based, education while poor families have 
little choice but to send their children to public schools where classrooms follow military order 
and discourage questions. Do the poor learn differently from the rich? This implied assumption 
has perpetuated exclusionary and hostile environments on both sides. It has dissuaded ruling 
classes from including the popular base among the co-constructors of safe cities.  

The mention of Antanas Mockus, Edi Rama, Gilberto Gil, and Adham Darawsha may 
inspire you to identify more public sector promoters of participatory arts for social inclusion. 
Perhaps you will be one of them. Participation generates autonomy, collaboration, pride of place 
and therefore supports safer cities. It will be important, however, to distinguish projects that 
engage people as co-artists from those that employ people to execute a prepared design. Co-
creators defend their work; laborers may have no stake in the product.xxi This is true for the 
design of infrastructure among other arts.xxii It makes sense to co-design public and private 
structures, because even well-intentioned investments can backfire in resentment and vandalism, 
as if to say: You cannot decide for us.  

Applied expertise requires humanist training to ask and listen as well as to communicate. 
Some authorities may worry that collective decision making can derail expert advice; all the 
more reason for broad-based creative and rigorous education that will prepare organic 
intellectuals to engage responsibly with experts. Other authorities may dismiss the arts altogether 
at times like these, when art seems like a luxury reserved for the future. Send them to Schiller 
and to Dewey. 

As for participation in the range of arts beyond design of habitat, consider the economic 
advantages for tourism once we equalize access to creativity and education. Everyday arts along 



with the education to manage projects will multiply the offer of local attractions and will keep 
tourists eager to visit and revisit a variety of destinations. This is a gambit we can make with 
Pontos de cultura. Even destinations that may be off-limit security risks become navigable with 
grass-roots guides. The “Museo Popular” in Siloé, Cali comes to mind. It is a home damaged by 
decades of civil war in a neighborhood that is vulnerable on good days and downright dangerous 
on others.  But the “curator” and resident David Gómez gives guided tours of the wreckage and 
guarantees the safety of his many visitors, students, scholars, and other outsiders who come to 
learn local history from expert participant observers. David’s authority and the respect he earns 
are better safeguards than any armed and underpaid policeman who harbors ambivalent 
loyalties.xxiii  

 

Mannheim, Germany, a UNESCO Creative City, has a comparable experience with a crime-
ridden neighborhood. When policing and punishment failed to make it safe, the city tried 
installing an arts kiosk. It dispensed musical instruments and art supplies to local youth. To the 
surprise and delight of city government, it worked to reduce crime, substantially.xxiv 

Worldwide, exclusions by race and social class confirm unconscionable disparities as the 
rates of contagion and death multiply 6 or 7 fold among marginalized people. This backdrop to 
the brutality of U.S police and the riots that responded demand urgent attention, to put out fires, 
to supply food, medical care, even as we confront the impossibility to de-densify most poor 
neighborhoods. But, for safer cities in the future, we will have to address the practices that 
perpetuate exclusion and that stoke resentment and violence. Cultural change is necessary and 
urgent, especially for decision makers whose paternalist paradigms continue to backfire. Either 
people will be partners in change or they will be refusniks.  

Public space is the scene of community arts. Ideally, it is where people of all genders, 
ages, religions, and social standing meet as equals. This means both the open areas of squares, 
plazas, sports fields, parks, community gardens and the public facilities of libraries, schools, 
clinics and community centers. Where facilities don’t exist, the street can take on this convening 
role. Here, collective creativity can turn impoverished spaces into an open air theatre, or stage for 
music, and a dancefloor. xxv Consider the grass-roots Afro Reggae Group in Rio de Janeiro that 
altered the way police were perceived by an unruly favela, through hip hop and graffiti. In 
Soweto, young people have turned deserted areas into hip hop safety zones and hangouts 



(Slaghuis, Graveside, Dungeon Shack)xxvi for Sunday cyphers, similar to those in the Comuna 
13, Medellin, where youth arts turned a crime ridden no-go area into a safe and welcoming 
tourist attraction. This is the option for safety on the street. Without arts to occupy them, streets 
can be mean. 

 
The lockdown of normal lives is an unbidden opportunity to reflect on existing practices 

and to explore others. On reflection, a reason for the short circuit that disconnects substantial 
inputs from anticipated results is the conceptual error of working for “target populations.” The 
work misfires because people refuse to be targets. They much prefer to be co-creators of projects 
that affect them. This critique of paternalism coincides with the “40 Days Safety Challenge.” The 
Challenge addresses “citizens who take the responsibility to coproduce safety in their localities – 
in schools, on streets, in neighborhoods.” Forty days, the literal meaning of quarantine, can be an 
incubator like Noah’s Ark. Let us dedicate September and October to promoting participatory 
arts and education in the spirit of Pontos de cultura. A call for proposals to promote participatory 
arts can stimulate the kinds of self-sustaining collective projects that 40 days promotes. 

 
Cultural Agents: 

Before offering policy recommendations to others, I should make good on the obligation 
to engage the arts. The Cultural Agents Initiative that I lead has created two programs to respond 
to COVID, one to promote education and the other to mitigate a spike in domestic violence. 

Since schoolchildren worldwide are isolated and on-line learning seldom promotes 
interaction with one another or with texts, we developed a digital version of our Pre-Texts 
teacher training. Pre-Texts is pedagogical acupuncture. A single prompt ignites a combination of 
cognitive and emotional energies: Use a complex text as raw material for making art to share and 
reflect on the process. Digital Pre-Texts now facilitates workshops for the Housing Authority in 
Buenos Aires, Mexico’s Secretaría de Educación Pública, a USAID anti-corruption campaign for 
Paraguay, and Chile’s Ministry of Culture.  www.pre-texts.org 

 

The alarming increase in domestic violence during the lockdown shows the limits of 
conventional responses. They mostly encourage women to report abuses – very difficult now – 
and move to shelters – even more difficult. When programs target men, it is to raise 
consciousness about their complicity.xxvii Cultural Agents takes a different tack, enjoyment rather 
than reprobation. Pleasurable engagement works at the primary level of prevention. Bilbao’s 
Athletic Club is an inspiration, with its literary and film festivals.xxviii But confinement at home –
typically a woman’s domain – interrupts sports and other events. “Futebol Viral” is our pilot for 



Brazil, to occupy frustrated men in time-consuming home-based soccer challenges and live 
events led by professional players.  https://www.facebook.com/futebolViralMundial/  

 

These projects promote the work that arts and humanities can do, beyond the important 
but misunderstood cultivation of taste. Taste and justice go together ever since Kant wrote his 
Third Critique on Aesthetic Judgment. The current crisis gives us time to recover basic lessons 
from the European Enlightenment. With applied research, the connection between beauty and 
justice becomes concrete by measuring the impact of creativity.  

Art Works 
 

For individuals, creative activities stimulate desire and curiosity to explore materials, 
while the consumption of art does not. (Dewey, 2008). Art-making channels energy and develops 
the self-esteem that active citizenship requires. Artists value their own lives and the lives of the 
communities that respond to their work. The creative process of intentionally manipulating 
materials – physical, verbal, musical – can also mitigate feelings helplessness triggered by loss, 
anger, confusion and bitterness related to trauma. Art –making multiplies the available means for 
mourning and for interpersonal dialogue. To promote social inclusion and active citizenship, art 
practices will need to be integrated in basic education. The achievements of arts-based education 
include:  

• Skill sets to plan, communicate, and navigate limitations.   
• Judgment, first about aesthetic decisions and then about difficult practical issues.  
• Love of learning, the primary goal of all education. 

Young artists often mentor peers and guide passions toward pro-social behavior. “Hip-
hop is the CNN of the streets,” as Chuck D. says. It performs in ways that street youth 
appropriate and call their own. Without art, many youth feel hopeless, and frustrated by 
unrealized potential.xxix  Hip hop is a public voice of reason. It questions inauspicious 
circumstances and demands social change. “Raptivists”xxx or “prophets of the hood”xxxi have 
persuaded young people to leave gang life and crime. In Cape Town for example, a “Heal the 
Hood” project - begun by Emile YX of the rap group Black Noise - has long provided break 
dance classes, b-boy competitions, hip-hop battles, and responsible citizenship programs. These 
youth arts are a reprieve and an exit strategy from gang violence in the Cape Flats.xxxii From 
Sudan, hip-hop artist and former child soldier Emmanuel Jal, along with Somali-born K’naan 
have become advocates for protecting children from military recruitment. And the U.S. the Hip 
Hop Caucus launches programs such as Stop the Violence, Enough is Enough, and Make Hip-
Hop Not War, all aimed at curbing gang violence while promoting anti-war movements.xxxiii 
 
 For communities arts-based education stimulates social inclusion. Art provokes 
rethinking about stagnant systems; it prompts conversation because new creations communicate, 



but indirectly and require interpretation. Interpretation is an exercise in listening and deliberation 
about things that may not be important in themselves, but that stimulate the reflection and 
expression of people who might otherwise remain silent.  
 
 The spaces of dialogue that art forces open can prepare productive collaborations among 
youth and a variety of social actors (non-governmental organizations, local government, 
authorities and others). Cooperation through art-based initiatives stimulates knowledge and 
mutual admiration – rather than fear or mistrust -- among the various participants necessary for 
violence prevention. 
  

Individuals and communities intersect where art enables interchanges. When youth 
participate actively in shaping and embellishing public spaces, they develop relationships of 
personal and collective belonging. Arts amount to democratic interventions if promoted and 
administered by local authorities. Collective ownership of public spaces nurtures pride of civic 
place, as opposed to the competitive and aggressive turf mentality of gang culture.  

 
Art and habitat  

Art, therefore, is a key tool for municipal investments in safer cities. Without it, the “UN 
System Wide Guidelines on Safer Cities and Human Settlements” will falter. While youth face 
economic and social constraints and are vulnerable to violence, cultivating them as artists (in 
music, dance, literature, theater, photography, artistic media, graffiti, etc.) is vital for crime 
prevention and urban planning.   

Cities take the lead  

Cities are spaces for co-constructing democracy. They represent 80% of residents in rich 
countries and over half of humanity worldwide. A city is not a country. Cities are heterogeneous 
and culturally dynamic, while countries project unified histories and cultures that tend to be 
exclusionary, sometimes aggressively so. Living together in cities does not refer so much to a 
shared past as to future projects. These projects demand adaptive cultural policies to stimulate 
diversity and participation in public space. True urbanity will emancipate citizens (the original 
meaning for city dwellers) from nativist identities and traditions as we forge a pragmatic 
universalism.xxxiv  

 
There is no lack of documentation about the effectiveness of programs based on art. 

Cities that promote participatory arts have transformed zones of vulnerability into safe havens. 
By engaging young people as artists who can influence how a city looks and feels, the city 
becomes theirs. The documentation offers both qualitative and quantitative confirmation of the 
positive effects of arts for children and youth. What authorities lack is not evidence but rather a 
rationale for appreciating how art operates in violence prevention. If it doesn’t make sense to 
them, authorities will continue to be skeptical about the evidence and will miss urgent 
opportunities for effective investment in youth. The rationale for art in urban planning should be 
clear by now:xxxv  



• Art redirects violent energies toward constructive and collaborative activities.  
• Recognizing everyone as a potential artist turns citizens into partners for experts rather 

than “targets” of paternalist expertise. 
• Public spaces co-designed with communities become precious and protected. 
• Educating through art forms resilient, autonomous and collaborative citizens.  

 
Recommendations for work plan 2020 - 22: 
 

Over the past two decades, municipal authorities worldwide have increasingly become 
key actors of culture-based urban governance, decentralizing cities to facilitate cultural assets 
and participation.  But the incremental approach and conventional definitions of art have left 
many vulnerable communities at risk of escalating violence. A fresh and bold approach is called 
for. It would take advantage of the connections between participatory arts and social inclusion. 
The “symbolic violence” of art should be an intentional and effective bypass for the physical 
violence that ravages our cities. 

 
Municipal instruments of urban planning, urban legislation and urban financing are 

functions that can build capacity to integrate arts as a tool for safer urban environments. The 
knowledge gap about culture and arts for urban safety can be addressed through partnerships 
with universities to identify assets and develop indicators to monitor social impact and financial 
investments. Innovative public-private partnerships at the community level should be explored. 
Bilateral and multilateral agencies as well should include a culture-based approach more 
systematically in development strategies and project designs. Training programs for urban 
professionals should be adapted to include cultural agencies in overall urban studies and 
policies.xxxvi 

 
A checklist of related recommendations: 

• Education with Art 
o Ministries of Education and local School Boards should coordinate change 
o Classroom “choreography” changes from rows to circles and groups 
o Teaching becomes facilitation [see Ranciere’s The Ignorant Schoolmaster] 
o Engage local arts as mentors for interpreting required curricula  
o E.g. Pre-Texts.org 

• UNESCO Collaborations at Multinational Level 
o “Creative Cities” 
o Literacy 
o Peace Building 
o Network of sports clubs that promote literacy, e.g. Athletic, Bilbao 

• Tourism to generate revenue that sustains local arts and Educational reform 
o Acknowledge local arts as resources to promote tourism  
o Local artists should be recognized as productive citizens (and mentors) 



o Pride of place, autonomy, collective cultural recognition follow  
• Pontos de cultura, cultural hot spots. 

o Local and federal micro-grants to grass-roots artists collectives 
o Sistema style music education 
o Art making is vehicle for treating trauma [see Gupte and the “Fixed” chart] 
o An ideal initiative for 40 days Safety Challenge to seed self-sustaining programs 

• Co-Design Practices 
o Cultivate organic intellectuals 
o Consider alterations of designs, even minor ones to acknowledge voices 
o Train local “guides” to educate visitors about cities and to enhance safety 
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